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Preface 

I was recently given the chance of speaking with one of the 
most eminent representatives of the Islamic culture in the 
ancient town of Fez. Faithful guardian of traditional wis- 
dom, skilled in the sciences of the exterior ( al-zahir ) and of the 
interior ( al-batin ), aristocrat by birth and in spirit, dignified 
and almost majestic in his white cloak, he did not mince his 
words in telling me what he thought of the mentality of his con- 
temporaries: 

“It is certain that some pious men, true contemplatives and 
even saints still exist, because according to the Prophet there 
will be today, in his community, a nucleus of enlightened men. 
But as for what we call Islamic culture, I must be frank in 
telling you that there is no longer such a thing in this country.” 
Surely he was exaggerating, as his own existence proved the 
contrary. “And how did this deficiency come about?” I asked 
him. “Aeroplanes have subjugated our minds,” he said, smiling. 

He was seeing correctly; but this capitulation of traditional 
cultures in the face of modem technology is not a phenomenon 
limited to the world of Islam; it is general; it is most obvious in 
Christian countries, where it is corroding religion itself. Every 
uay we are a party to some new compromise, some new conces- 
sion made by church dignitaries to “open up” to the modern 
world, to something essentially agnostic and practically anti- 
r ^ f lgious ; science which invented the machine enjoyed such 
f ra crdinary prestige that many are tempted to admit that it 
nght, even in areas where it is patently incompetent. It is as 
1 “ a< * se ized every objective thought of which modem man is 
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capable, only allowing the other camp— that of religion— the 
argument of its own subjective belief. And so we can see those 
things on the surface of humanity today and disregarded by 
those nuclei of spiritual science to which my interlocutor was 
alluding. 

It may be that the European world — and we understand 
this in its widest sense, including white Americans — as used as 
it is to separating religion and current life, is relatively insen- 
sitive to the drama — to the tragedy — which is being played out 
in countries of traditional culture, and notably in the Islamic 
world, where religion has never been considered a “private 
affair” and where one never admitted to a division between the 
“sacred” domain and the “profane” domain of human life. The 
world built by Islam was a perfectly homogenous cosmos, 
where the very least human activity was based on the prophet- 
ic models which, themselves, translate precisely the tawhld, 
the “consciousness of the divine Unity.” This transparent spiri- 
tual order of social and individual life has been gravely threat- 
ened, if not effectively destroyed, by the eruption of the mod- 
ern European world, whose diverse inventions, even when they 
appeared to be harmless and spiritually neutral, are often com- 
prised of fatally irreligious aspects like, for example, the wide- 
spread use of European clothing, which seem to be worn 
expressly to hinder one’s gestures during the canonical prayer. 
Pure and simple coincidence, certain people would insinuate; as 
much as to say that the dignity and beauty of the traditional 
costume are only due to chance. 

In order to cope with the difficulties of the modem world, 
scholarly instruction is Westernized. This has been done to cre- 
ate a new mentality which has only very vague ties with tradi- 
tional heritage, whose often concise and symbolic language has 
appeared ever since to be strangely “archaic” and whose inner 
richness, embracing body, mind and spirit, is simply ignored. 

Is it this ignorance, incubated and hatched in the very 
bosom of a world which is basically traditional — for still the 
muezzin announces the prayer times from the minaret, still all 
the people fast during the sacred month of Ramadan, and still 
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the verses of the Quran are pronounced on all occasions and in 
all places— is it this ignorance of the inner which is going to 
reunite with that of the outer to cause the collapse of the 
“house of Islam ( dar al-islam)”; or will it produce the contrary, 
the realization of an awakening from its perennial nucleus, 
from the sacred science of Islam, an awakening corroborated 
and amplified by an understanding of the spiritual elite of all 
true religions? For the differences between these religions, if 
they are effective, are not inseparable for those who see the 
spiritual realities “of the inner”: to regain the center of a cir- 
cle — being here the world or the human soul — one can ascribe 
to it any regular shape, an equilateral triangle, a square, a 
hexagon, etc., then construct, at the edges of this shape, the 
perpendiculars which meet at the intended point. Similarly, 
each religion represents a certain spiritual “economy,” which 
supports it; that is to say that it is able to regain from within 
itself the divine center of all things. A triangle is not a square, 
and a hexagon is not an octagon; however, each of these shapes 
is, in some way, an image of the center. 

But I do not wish to anticipate the contents of this book 
which gives me hope that the awakening of which I have been 
speaking will come about effectively. Seyyed Hossein Nasr 
dominates his subject. He never succumbs to any of the traps 
which so often distort the perspective of those who write about 
Islam: the academic history telling, avoiding spiritual realities 
which are by definition ahistoric; religious exclusivity with its 
naive, blinkered view of other religions; sentimental universal- 
ity, which intends to erase the limits, however real, of a reli- 
pon; modernism, which projects its democratic and scientific 
ideology onto the essentially theocratic framework of Islam. 

The author unites in his person an Islamic structure which 
encompasses two points of view: that of religious law and con- 
mplation, and a supreme knowledge of modern scientific 
methods. His writing is one of many proofs that the true 
Islamic culture is far from dead. 
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Foreword 



T en years ago I was returning from a professional confer- 
ence in the Midwest. Bad weather closed the local airport 
and threw me together with a colleague in world religions 
for a long train ride home. The re-routing was bothersome, but 
it turned out not to be a total loss for in the course of it my com- 
panion said something memorable. Long hours together and 
our shared inconvenience lowered the inhibitions to the point 
where, around midnight, they triggered a confession. “I’ve been 
teaching world religions for fifteen years,” my friend confided, 
“and I still don’t know what the Upanishads are talking about 
...” As their meaning had come pouring through me on first 
reading I could scarcely believe my ears, but my friend was only 
half through and the balance of his statement left me as dum- 
founded as its beginning. “. . . but when I get tcT Islam”— 
wreaths of smiles and relief— “I’m home!” The reason this 
astonished me was that my difficulties with Islam over the 
years have rivaled his with Hinduism. Carlyle’s admission con- 
cerning the Quran had become an annual litany: “As toilsome 
reading as I ever undertook. A wearisome, confused jumble, 
crude, incondite. Nothing but a sense of duty could carry any 
European through [it].” I wince to think how far I could have 
extended his admission on my reading of Islam generally. 

With a single sentence my friend brought home to me more 
compeliingly than anyone before or since the extent to which 
m Peramental (karmic?) differences affect our responses to the 
great traditions. It is not for that reason that I mention it, how- 
Wer, but because it sets the stage for the most succinct way I 
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can identify my debt to the author of the book in hand. Thanks 
to him, and the companions in Islam to whom he has introduced 
me, my train Mend’s sympatico with that tradition no longer 
surprises. No other faith now interests me more, and in none 
are explorations more rewarding. Over the Arab world, too, the 
heavens have opened. 



I 

The name of Seyyed Hossein Nasr first came to my atten- 
tion through an invitation to a supper party in his honor at 
Harvard’s Center for the Study of World Religions. An out-of- 
town conflict forced me to decline, but my wife accepted and l 
returned to raves of an evening with one of the most impressive 
men— and beautiful women, his wife — my wife could recall. On 
the strength of her hyperbole, I took pains the next time he vis- 
ited Cambridge to invite him to my class. His lecture was a 
landmark. I shall pass over his presence as a person and refer 
only to what he said. Beginning with the paradox that what is 
deepest in the tradition is also most accessible to outsiders — 
“The Gita belongs to the world, but try to read The Laws of 
Manu and you go mad” — he proceeded to unfold Islam from its 
mystical [Sufi] center. For the first time I saw unmistakably 
that Islam contained treasures that I had not suspected, trea- 
sures that could be discerned not only by Muslims but by me. 

II 

Each of the great religious traditions contains at some level 
the fullness of truth: truth sufficient unto salvation. This sub- 
stantial truth “outs” in these traditions, however, in guises that 
are conspicuously different, lb see how revelations surface dif- 
ferently in different traditions is rewarding, but readers of this 
book, products in the main of a civilization shaped by Judaism 
and Christianity, face special difficulties in seeing truth in 
Islam. Conceptually, as well as geographically, Islam is the 
West’s closest neighbor; we share not only common borders but 
a common theological vocabulary, though we use it at times to 
say different things. These commonalties would bode well for 
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understanding were it not for an awkward fact: toward the 
meeting of minds proximity guarantees nothing. Family dis- 
putes are the most virulent kind, and bad blood is nowhere 
more evident than along borders. 

Barriers to Euro-Arabian understanding that have arisen 
from political conflict I leave to historians, remarking only that 
recognition is growing of the extent to which Western accounts 
have been biased in the West’s favor; Norman Daniel’s Islam 
and the West: The Making of an Image outlines the history of 
the distortion in the greatest detail to date. To say that there 
are no objective grounds for charging that the Muslim world 
lias been more violent than the Christian is, we now see, if any- 
thing an understatement. The stereotype of Islam as a “religion 
of the sword” was forged in animus as much as in ignorance. 

Unlike the animosities that were bom of politics, theological 
differences bear directly on this book, so I shall mention sever- 
al. Islam denies the divinity of Christ, it takes explicit stands 
regarding social structures, and it claims to be the final revela- 
tion, superseding Christianity in ways comparable to those in 
which Christianity claims to have “fulfilled” Judaism. Nothing 
anyone says will totally relieve the tensions these claims pro- 
voke, but this book does, I think, help to turn them into creative 
tensions, tensions that tone up the Christian positions them- 
selves by bracing them against alternatives in which’ even out- 
siders can detect a certain logic 

a. Islam and Society. H. Richard Niebuhr’s minor classic, 
Christ and Culture, delineates five stances Christianity has 
assumed toward its social milieu. Defining culture as “the arti- 
ficial secondary environment [including social organization, 
customs, and values] which man superimposes on the natural,” 
he points out that Christianity has positioned itself against cul- 
hore, with culture, above culture, paradoxically toward culture, 
and with intent to transform culture. Islam harbors no such 
°Pti° ns - That Christ left the social and religious 
J®|heres disjoined — “Render to Caesar the things that are 
ar s > an d to God the things that are God’s” — is not surpris- 
given the historical circumstances he had no alternative, 
fly People, being subjugated, had no political options. When 
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his religion triumphed under Constantine it had to take on, so 
to speak, the social order beginning with the Council of Arles, 
314 A.D., but by then its foundations had set; social guidelines 
could be added but not incorporated. Muhammad’s circum- 
stances were different, so it is not surprising that revelation 
surfaced differently through them. During its first decade his 
mission was persecuted, but no ethnic difference divided him 
from those in power, and the power-odds he faced, though for- 
midable, were not insuperable. The stance toward social issues 
these circumstances permitted is instructive. The Prophet 
never disdained society and politics nor relegated them to sec- 
ondary importance as if his mission were essentially to men’s 
souls standing solitary before their Maker. Society was his 
medium as much as was spirit; indeed society was an aspect of 
spirit, for if man is unity, replicating in microcosm the unity of 
God Himself, how can his social dimension be divorced from 
salvation? As the Prophet rose in the end to power, he provides 
history’s clearest glimpse of the way an instrument of revela- 
tion, a “Messenger of God,” deals with affairs of state when con- 
fronted by them. Moses is his closest approximation in this 
respect, but he remains an approximation only inasmuch as the 
society with which he dealt was exclusively tribal, whereas 
Mecca and Medina were full-fledged cities. In assuming 
axiomatically that issues of power with all their ambiguities 
and complexities fall, too, under God’s aegis, Muhammad made 
it impossible from the start for Muslims to dismiss the earthly 
as the worldly, the social as the profane. It was part of his mis- 
sion to reduce “worldly” and “profane” to null classes. 

b. Christ’s Divinity. Islam denies it; nothing this book says 
is going to change that. But note: (1) Regard for Christ is not 
precluded; the Quran hails him not only as a prophet — authen- 
tic channel of God’s revelation — but as unique among these in 
having been born of a virgin. (2) Muslims can understand what 
it means to love Christ and try to emulate him, for their affec- 
tion for their own Prophet and efforts to follow in his steps are 
no less fervent. (3) Insofar as it is a question of faith’s having a 
center, here too Islam has its counterpart, the Quran occupying 
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a position roughly equivalent to Christ’s in Christianity. 

It remains true, however, that Islam is not a “centered” reli- 
gion to the degree that Christianity is. Where the latter rides 
imagery of center, pivot, and focus, these fitting Christ perfect- 
ly, Islam is like a block. Or to change the metaphors, if 
Christianity is like a centering fire, Islam is like a sheet of 
snow.* Importance adheres to its totality, through which it 
spreads more or less evenly, unifying and leveling concomitant- 
ly. The totality is, of course, God and His will-filled Being in the 
world. The Quran is the window to this totality, and this, as we 
have noted, gives Islam a kind of center, but once sufficiently 
different to be termed inverse. It is, as it were, a diffused cen- 
ter — only paradoxical formulation will do — in that it becomes 
adequate, i.e., central, only insofar as it gathers man’s total will 
and deploys it onto the total world, every aspect, every comer, 
in the ways the “uncreated Book” enjoins. 

c. The Final Revelation. Each of the great historical revela- 
tions is, as we have said, in its own way complete. From a plan- 
etary perspective, however, there is in Islam’s claim to be the 
final revelation and Muhammad the “Seal of the Prophets” a 
plausibility which to other faiths is thought-provoking if not 
disturbing. (1) We have seen that the Quran incorporates the 
social order into the religious. This is, on the one hand, a recov- 
ery, it having been so included in all early — “whole,” tribal and 
ethnic — cultures. The inclusion is likewise logically indicated; 
the sacred/profane dichotomy may be required as an expedient 
in times and places, but it can never, from the religious point of 
view, be considered normative. Buddhism and Christianity, the 
other universal and missionary religions, do not embrace soci- 
ety. The ethnic religions — Hinduism, Judaism, and, in a differ- 
ent way, Confucianism and Shinto — do, but with a specificity 
which makes them unexportable. Islam (a) addresses society (b) 
in terms that are simple and supple enough to apply to a vari- 

*Both sets of images come from Frithjof Schuon whose Understanding Islam (George 
Allen & Unwin, 1963) Dr. Nasr acclaims on page xxv of the present book “the best work 
in English on the meaning of Islam and why Muslims believe in it.” The book has a 
valuable sequel, Dimensions of Islam, 1970, by the same author and publisher. 
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ety of cultures— to date from Morocco to Jakarta — yet not vacu- 
ous; it is this double fact that makes it look as if it has the reli- 
gious/social complex distinctively in hand. (2) By not deifying 
Muhammad, which deification would require that he be the 
devotional focus of everyone, and by explicitly recognizing other 
“People of the Book” too as recipients of revelation, Islam eases 
the tension between historical faiths. That Hindus, Buddhists, 
and Chinese are not listed among such people is no obstacle. As 
they lay outside the Prophet’s world, they are no more excluded 
by his silence than revelations on distant planets would be 
excluded by the Quran’s neglect of them. 

The differences cited thus far are sharp and specific and 
therefore, like rough edges, the ones most likely to bruise and 
discomfit. Traditions can also be compared at a more abstract 
level, however, in which case they do not conflict, they are sim- 
ply different, like different worlds: animal and mineral, or 
Jupiter and Mars. Granted that the difference is one of empha- 
sis only, Christianity appears as a religion of the will, Islam as 
a religion of the intellect. 

Christ enjoined his disciples to be perfect; the Quran does 
not. I have heard Muslims say that if God had wanted another 
sinless species He would have created man as angel; as it was. 
He created him between angel and demon to complete the lad- 
der of possibilities. When I first heard this view it sounded like 
a counsel of complacency, like rationalization for human weak- 
nesses. Today it looks otherwise. Christ’s injunction makes not 
only an extravagant demand; it is a demand that focuses on 
man’s will. The Christian’s will is constantly being put to the 
test; heroism permanently beckons. By comparison Muslim 
injunctions are indeed pedestrian, but for a reason — this is the 
insight that has recently come to me, again through Mr. 
Schuon. Islam’s Shari c ah (Law, Chapter IV) is a far-reaching 
codex, not to perfect the will — that aim would accord to will a 
centrality that would divert from other concerns — but rather to 
calm it; place it in equilibrium so that life can get on to other 
things, specifically to contemplation: perception of the divine 
immutability and perfection. Correlatively, whereas the pitfall 
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for the Christian is sin, for the Muslim it is forgetfulness. In the 
end the goals converge; the merciful see God and those who see 
God become merciful. But along the way the routes diverge. 

Ill 

Every depiction of a faith proceeds from a perspective, and I 
find myself wanting to set forth systematically, if only in cap- 
sule, the perspective from which I see Professor Nasr’s depic- 
tion proceeding. The wish arises in part from the thought that 
it may help the import of certain passages in the book to body 
forth more amply, but also because it is a perspective which I 
believe deserves attention in its own right, being in my judg- 
ment the one which at this juncture in human understanding 
best equips us to see the truth in each of the historical tradi- 
tions without prejudicing the truth in others. 

Ultimate reality, name it the Absolute if you will, is beyond 
the reach of mind and language. It is “the Tao that cannot be 
told,” the Brahman that is Nirguna (without qualities), Israel’s 
I AM, the Godhead of Christian apophatic theology, and Islam’s 
Allah as the Supreme Name Itself. From this indescribable 
Absolute, Pure Being derives; as it is immaterial it doesn’t reg- 
ister on man’s senses or laboratory instruments, but unlike the 
Absolute it can be conceived. On this level stand “the Tao that 
can be told of,” Saguna (qualified) Brahman, Yahweh, the 
Logos, and Allah. After this come the archetypes or noumenal 
being (page 132), and then the phenomenal world in which we 
discernibly live: the spatio-temporal-material world of multi- 
plicity, change, and individuation. 

These are the four principal levels of existence. Religions 
are concerned with the relation of man’s phenomenal life to the 
upper spheres. There are two lines of connection. First, as the 
Absolute would not be such were it anywhere absent, it must be 
in man. It is, in the form of Intellect, capitalized to indicate that 
the word is used in this book in a technical sense I shall 
presently indicate. Intellect is present in us all, but it is too 
deep-lying for most persons to detect, so a second link to the 
Absolute is needed. This is Revelation, the way the Ultimate 
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erupts overtly, for human collectivities on the phenomenal 
plane. 

First, intellect. On page 131 Professor Nasr writes: “The 
intellect ... is not reason which is, at best, its mental image. 
Intellectus is not ratio.” Ratio we know; it is reason as general- 
ly understood in the modern West. What is intellectus? 

In India it is known as buddhi, the faculty that understands 
directly, not indirectly by reflection through the lower mental 
faculties (manas, mind) among which reason rightfully domi- 
nates. Meister Eckhardt speaks of it when he writes: “There is 
something in the soul which is uncreated and uncreatable; . . . 
this is the intellect.” St. Thomas is on its track when he char- 
acterizes intellectus as intuitive knowing in contrast to ratio 
which thinks discursively. Plotinus, Proclus, Dionysius, St. 
Bonaventure, and Nicolas of Cusa all in one way or another 
make intellection central to their epistemologies; there is no 
point in adding other names. Intellectual knowledge is direct 
knowledge in that it operates without intervening concepts. It 
is adequational in that it adequates the knower to its object; it 
knows by becoming what it knows and thereby transcends the 
subject-object dichotomy. In so doing it offers itself as the only 
complete knowledge, for distinction implies distance and in cog- 
nition distance spells ignorance. As the object of the intellect is 
timeless and one and the intellect can be adequated to this 
object, indeed at some level is this object, it follows that the 
intellect too is trans-personal and eternal in some respect. 
Which is why Greek gnosis says, “Know thyself,” Christ said, 
“The Kingdom of Heaven is within you,” and it is written in the 
Hadith, “Who knows himself knows his Lord.” 

If the foregoing seems obscure to the point of unintelligibil- 
ity, that is precisely why it must be supplemented by another 
map showing where man is and pointing the way to his destiny. 
This complementing map — there is one to fit the terrain of each 
of the great historical traditions, but they all belong to the same 
genre — is provided by revelation. People differ in psycho-spiri- 
tual makeup as much as if not more than in body build. In rel- 
atively few is intellect in the technical sense here used promi- 
nent enough to render the preceding page intelligible, to fewer 
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still will it seem plausible, and for almost none will it be self- 
evident, In Islam, these few are Sufis (Chapter V). Because 
their number is small, and equally because they too had to get 
where they are and be stabilized there, the Absolute must con- 
nect with man in other, more exoteric ways, exoteric here denot- 
ing ways that connect with more obvious human faculties: 
man’s capacity to understand language and be moved by con- 
vincing example. Revelation in its verbal and personified 
modes. 

God surfaces verbally in the Islamic tradition in the Quran. 
For most Muslims divinity discloses itself more there than 
through the intellect, but even for them the book is far from 
transparent. All sacred texts present difficulties; in the final 
analysis these spring from the incommensurable disproportion 
between Spirit, with its infinity, and the limited resources of 
human language. “It is as though the poverty-stricken coagula- 
tion which is the language of mortal man were under the for- 
midable pressure of the Heavenly Word broken into fragments, 
or as if God, in order to express a thousand truths, had but a 
dozen words at His command and so was compelled to make use 
of allusions heavy with meaning, of ellipses, abridgements, and 
symbolic syntheses.”* This holds for all sacred texts, but the 
Quran presents Westerners with special difficulties springing 
from the Arab’s taste for verbal symbolism and “depth” reading. 
The Arab extracts much from a few words. When, for example, 
the Quran notes that “the world beyond is better for you than 
this lower world,” or announces, “Say: Allah! then leave them to 
their empty play,” it can evoke for a Muslim a mystical doctrine 
as profound and complete as any more explicitly catalogued. 
Moreover, many phrases and verses in the Quran function as 
mantras; commencing as sentences that convey thoughts, they 
become transformed, through use, into beings, powers or talis- 
mans. The soul of the pious Muslim comes to be woven of these 
sacred formulas. In them he works, rests, lives, and dies. 

As for the Prophet— the way Being erupted in the Arab 

* F- Schuon, Understanding Islam, pp. 44-45. 
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world in human life— he serves as a kind of heavenly mold, 
ready to receive the inflow of Muslims’ intelligence and will. 
With their wills, Muslims love him and seek to imitate him to 
the smallest details of everyday life. With respect to intelligence 
the Prophet represents the unfathomable Logos. When Christ 
said, “No man cometh unto the Father but by me,” it is the 
Logos who spoke. For the Christian this universal Word is 
appropriately identified with Jesus of Nazareth. For the 
Muslim it is the Quran as conveyed through Muhammad. 
Paralleling Christ’s human and divine natures, Muhammad is 
not the Absolute, yet the Absolute truly and distinctively 
announces itself through him. 



IV 

But I am beginning to trespass on the book. Let me close by 
returning for a moment to its author. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr is a contemporary man or no such man 
exists. To begin with, he knows science. I merely teach at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology; he holds an M.I.T. 
degree, atop which stands one from Harvard University in the 
history of science. At the same time he remains integrally root- 
ed in tradition, in his case the tradition of Islam. It remains for 
him normative; science he knows, but it is revelation that he 
reveres. I chanced to be passing through Tehran in 1970 while 
newspapers were carrying front page announcements that he 
had been appointed the head of that year’s official hajj from 
Iran, the pilgrimage to Mecca which annually draws from that 
land some 20,000 participants. 

His range can be described another way. He is a ranking 
scholar; his publications are innumerable and he rides the 
international conference/lecture circuit with the intellectual 
elite of our time. Concomitantly he is a man of piety. I have been 
in gatherings with him only to have him slip away because one 
of the stipulated hours for prayer has arrived. 

To claim that anyone speaks for Islam as a whole would be 
presumptuous, but Professor Nasr may come as close to doing 
so as anyone today. When the Aga Khan Chair of Islamic 
Studies was established at the American University of Beirut, 
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he was appointed its first occupant. I hear that the lectures 
there delivered, subsequently expanded into this book, have 
been well received not only in his own Shi c ite land, but by the 
Sunni c ulamd 3 in India, Pakistan, and the Arab World. Perhaps 
it is enough to cause the reader to turn the page expectantly. 

Huston Smith, Professor of Philosophy 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 

21 February 1972 






Introduction to the 
First Edition 



In the Name of Allah — Most Merciful and Most Compassionate 

T he essays comprising this book grew out of a series of 
public lectures delivered at the American University of 
Beirut during the academic year 1964-65. During this 
time the Aga Khan Chair of Islamic studies was established at 
the University and I was invited to become its first occupant. 
Situated in Beirut, at the meeting place between East and 
West, between the Islamic world and the Occident, in a land 
where different branches of Islam and Christianity are well 
represented, the new Chair is meant to occupy a vital position 
in the world of Islamic studies, according to the wish of its 
donor. And it is in complying with his wish that this book is 
launched as the first written contribution from this Chair of 
Islamic studies to the world outside. 

To fulfill the wish of His Highness the Aga Khan to convey 
the Chair’s significance beyond the walls of the classrooms of 
the American University of Beirut, I undertook a series of fif- 
teen public lectures entitled “Dimensions of Islam” in which 
both the religion of Islam and diverse aspects of the civilization 
created by this tradition were discussed. This volume contains 
the texts of the first six lectures dealing with Islam itself. It is 
hoped that it will be possible to publish the second part of the 
series dealing with the spiritual, intellectual and artistic life of 
Islam and the interaction between Islam and other civilizations 
in a separate volume. I have been encouraged in undertaking 
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this task by the enthusiasm of a large and receptive audience 
and the request of many people near and far to have the lec- 
tures in printed form. 

It is my belief that the duty of the Aga Khan Chair is to 
endeavor to present Islam and its intellectual treasures in a 
contemporary language, faithfully, and without deviating from 
the traditional point of view. It should also undertake the task 
of carrying out a dialogue with other religions, particularly 
Christianity, which meets Islam in Lebanon. And it should seek 
to study the different schools within Islam which are again 
well represented in the country where the Chair is located. 

This situation of the Chair in a Western-oriented universi- 
ty in the East also places a particular responsibility upon it. It 
is urgent for the Islamic world today to come to know mod- 
ernism in its true nature and to give the Islamic answer to so 
many pseudo-intellectual fads that parade as the truth and 
allure the younger generation away from the eternal truths 
contained within Islam. The Chair is eminently suited to 
undertake this challenge. It could be instrumental in the task 
that the Islamic world faces to answer the claims of such mod- 
em ideas as materialism, evolution, scientism, existentialism, 
historicism, etc. In this way it could also aid in providing an 
Islamic answer to the studies of the orientalists— -many of 
which are in fact based on such modern notions. 

In many parts of the Islamic world, particularly in those 
countries where modem education is more prevalent, the 
younger generation has no knowledge of the intellectual and 
spiritual aspects of Islam, and is completely defenseless before 
the onslaught of modernism. That is why with the first contact 
with Western science, philosophy or literature so many young 
Muslims lose their spiritual balance and feel estranged from 
their own tradition. Everywhere there is a profound need for 
presenting the verities of Islam, especially in their intellectual 
and spiritual aspect, in a language which those brought up in 
the modem educational system can comprehend. 

There are very few works in European languages which 
treat Islam from its own point of view, from within the tradi- 
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tion. And as far as the languages of the Islamic people are con- 
cerned, many good works exist in them which are, however, 
couched in arguments addressed to the traditional Muslim 
intelligentsia in whose mind there are not the same doubts and 
difficulties that face the modernized segment of society. The 
arguments of the traditional religious authorities are com- 
pletely valid and their language is all that it should be. It is not 
they who should be criticized. Rather, the anomalous situation 
of the times has brought about a condition in which the lan- 
guage and line of argument has to be modified to appeal to and 
be understood by the Western educated Muslims or those who 
are affected by the modern mentality. 

It is our hope that the Chair can become instrumental in the 
realization of all these goals which are vital to the Islamic 
world and towards whose solution all Muslims should endeav- 
or. And it is as a very humble contribution towards the achieve- 
ment of some of these ends that this volume is presented. 

This book seeks most of all to outline the essential aspects 
of Islam as an ever-living force, and not just as a matter of his- 
torical interest, in a language that is contemporary and in fact 
is addressed to those who are acquainted with the dialectic of 
modem thought. Moreover, I have tried to answer in many 
cases the charges made by Western works against Islam, espe- 
cially as it concerns such fundamental elements of the faith as 
the Quran and the Hadlth. The whole line of argument is there- 
fore colored by what has been written already on Islam in 
European languages, so that some of the discussions may even 
appear redundant to someone not acquainted with such writ- 
ings. I have not sought to criticize orientalism purely and sim- 
ply but to present the point of view of Islam and show why in 
several instances the view of certain Western scholars cannot 
be accepted by Muslims. 

Also in these essays I have attempted to present what is 
most universal in Islam and underlies the beliefs of all the 
orthodox branches of the tradition. Throughout the book, espe- 
cially when treating the very difficult and delicate problem of 
the relation between Sunnism and Shi c ism, it has not been my 
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aim to gloss over sentimentally the existing differences, 
because these differences of perspective have been providen- 
tially placed within Islam. Rather, my task has been to show 
that these two major groups in Islam are unified in the essen- 
tial principles, and that each presents an interpretation of the 
faith which is complete in itself. Likewise, it has been my aim 
to discuss the central role of Sufism and its unifying function 
in Islam in both the intellectual and social domains. 

Finally, without devoting a particular essay to the study of 
other religions, I have made references to other great traditions 
trying to show the profound similarities which exist between 
all religions. At the same time I have avoided the prevalent 
view of considering all religions to be exactly the same, by 
pointing to both the similarities and the differences of struc- 
ture between Islam and other religions, and especially 
Christianity, to which more reference has been made than to 
other religions considering the audience to which these lectures 
were addressed. Moreover, although a separate study has not 
been devoted to the discussion of different modern ideas, the 
Islamic response to many modern challenges has been stated 
either directly or by allusion. 

The question treated in each essay constitutes the subject of 
not only one but of many books so that it has not been possible 
to be exhaustive. I have in fact sought in each essay to remain 
faithful as far as possible to the original lecture so that the 
length of each chapter is determined by the lecture’s limited 
duration. It has been my aim in treating each subject to concern 
myself with the principles involved and not the detailed histo- 
ry which can be found in many other sources. 

In drawing the material for these essays I have relied first 
and foremost on Islamic sources, on the Quran, the Hadith and 
traditional authorities. It is in fact the traditional Muslim view 
that I have sought to present here. But also, I have drawn from 
those works of orientalists which are of value from a scientific 
and historical point of view, especially the writings of Sir 
Hamilton Gibb, Louis Massignon and Henry Corbin. As far as 
sources in European languages are concerned, I have also 
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relied substantially for both the means of presentation and the 
method of approach on the works of contemporary traditional 
authors in the West such as Titus Burckhardt, Marco Pallis, 
Martin Lings, Rene Guenon, and especially Frithjof Schuon, 
whose Understanding Islam has been a guidance for me. I 
believe this work to be the most outstanding ever written in a 
European language on why Muslims believe in Islam and why 
Islam offers to man all that he needs religiously and spiritual- 
ly- 

In order to enable readers of this work to carry out their 
studies further, I have given a selected annotated bibliography 
for each chapter. The list of works cited has been drawn most 
of all from writings of Muslim authors and also of those orien- 
talists who are sympathetic towards Islam or whose works are 
of special scholarly value. In no case has the bibliography 
meant to be exhaustive and its scope has been limited to works 
in European languages, especially in English and French. 

In conclusion I wish to thank His Highness the Aga Khan 
for having made it possible for me to deliver the lectures which 
form the basis of this work. I am also grateful to the Faculty of 
Arts and Sciences and especially the Department of History of 
the American University of Beirut for having sponsored these 
public lectures, and to Professor Yusuf Ibish and Mr. Kamal 
Khan for the innumerable ways in which they have facilitated 
my activities as the first occupant of the Aga Khan Chair and 
have aided in the realization of this volume. 

It is hoped that this collection of essays and the public lec- 
tures upon which they are based will serve as a humble foun- 
dation for the activities of the Aga Khan Chair of Islamic 
Studies at the American University of Beirut. May the Chair be 
honored to become one of the most important of its kind. May 
it realize its full possibilities with the Will of Allah. 

Beirut 

Ramadan 1384 
January 1965 



Introduction to 
the New Edition 

T his book was written some three decades ago to present 
Islam in its various dimensions to the Western world 
and also to those Muslims with a modern education who 
have been torn away from the integral Islamic tradition or who 
remain unaware of some of its more inward and basic teach- 
ings. Since this work saw the light of day, much has occurred in 
the Islamic world and also in the relation between the Islamic 
world and the West as well as in the dialogue between Islam 
and Christianity to which this book has sought to make a hum- 
ble contribution. And yet, since our perspective in this work has 
been the essential and metahistorical truths of Islam as tradi- 
tionally understood, none of the events of the past years, 
whether they be political or otherwise, have affected its mes- 
sage. This book continues to be read widely in the Western 
world in both the original English and in many translations in 
languages ranging from French to Polish and it has also been 
widely disseminated in the Islamic world in several languages 
such as Arabic, Turkish and Indonesian. Hence the need felt 
for this new edition after numerous reprintings of the original 
English text. 

Since this work was written in the tranquil atmosphere of 
the Lebanon of 1964-5, politicized forms of Islam have erupted 
upon the international arena and phenomena of very different 
characters have come to be categorized together as “fundamen- 
talism.” Modernist interpretations of Islam have also continued 
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as has the self-appointed task of a large number of Western 
Islamicists to dismantle the whole structure of Islam on the 
basis of whatever “ism” happens to be fashionable, whether it 
be historicism or deconstructionism. And yet, the intellectual 
dimension of traditional Islam has also become more vocal and 
continues to attract to an ever greater degree a number of 
young Muslim scholars and thinkers often with a modern edu- 
cation, a phenomenon which was not perceptible a generation 
ago and for which the present book has been perhaps a humble 
catalyst. 

The very events of the past two decades have increased 
greatly in the West interest in matters Islamic. The Islamic 
Revolution of Iran has transformed the political landscape of 
the Middle East. The Lebanese civil war caused not only untold 
devastation, but also increased enmity between Muslims and 
Christians who had lived peacefully together in the area for 
centuries before the European penetration into the Levant and 
even during most of the ensuing period. The Iran-Iraqi War, 
followed by the Persian Gulf War, only accentuated the impor- 
tance of the Islamic world for the Western consciousness and 
the ever increasing significance of Islam within that world. 
More recently the rise of Islamic forces among the 
Palestinians, the massacre of Muslims in Kashmir and on an 
even more extensive scale in Bosnia, not to talk of the commu- 
nal riots and massacres in India, have helped to retain the 
Islamic element at the center of the political stage, while the 
ascendency of Islamic elements in the Sudan and Algeria 
through every different political means has caused alarm in 
both Europe and America. Certain forces are in fact seeking to 
depict the Islamic world as the next great enemy of the West 
now that the Communist world has collapsed. 

Indeed, greater awareness of Islam has been created as a 
result of these and other major international events, but with 
this rise in awareness has come an even greater distortion of 
the image of Islam, much of it deliberate, and the dire need for 
better understanding and continuous meaningful dialogue 
between Islam, Christianity and Judaism in the West and 
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Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and the Far Eastern traditions in 
lands to the East. In this confusion between Islam, as it has 
been lived and practiced over the centuries, and politically vio- 
lent forces which have taken recourse to Islam in societies in 
which religion is still strong, it is necessary more than ever 
before to reassert the truths of traditional Islam to which the 
present book is dedicated and to distinguish between the eter- 
nal message of Islam and current reactions to modernism and 
Western domination over the Islamic world which, despite their 
varied natures, have come to be categorized together as 
“Islamic fundamentalism.” 

In fact it was this task to which we addressed ourselves in 
our Traditional Islam in the Modern World (London, K.P.I., 
1987), without such a work in any way replacing the present 
one concerned with the exposition of traditional Islamic teach- 
ings themselves. 

During the past three decades since the present book was 
first published, studies of traditional Islam have as a matter of 
fact been continuously increasing in the Islamic world itself 
and a whole generation of Muslim thinkers and scholars have 
come to the fore who have a grasp of both traditional Islamic 
teachings and the modern world, and who are producing works 
of significance based on the traditional Islamic point of view, 
works ranging from the defense of the Hadith against orien- 
talist attacks to the Islamic understanding of Islamic science. 

These groups are found all over the Islamic world, in 
Malaysia and Indonesia, in the Indo-Pakistani Subcontinent as 
well as Iran, in the Arab World as well as Turkey where one 
would expect the appearance of such scholars least of all. Such 
traditionally inclined scholars were also found among the 
Muslims of Bosnia before the horrendous devastation which 
has threatened the culture of a whole people. The impact of the 
works of such groups, which are neither modernists nor funda- 
mentalists, which are not among the class of c ulama° and yet 
know the traditional Islamic sciences and whose perspective is 
close to that of the present work is bound to increase and 
become much more evident in the future. 
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As for the Western intellectual scene, parallel with the 
flooding of the book market in recent years with works on 
Islam, which for the most part only augment the distorted view 
of this religion and help to propagate and accentuate the exist- 
ing distorted image, serious works of a traditional character 
have continued to appear since the present book was first writ- 
ten. Several of Frithjof Schuon’s later works have dealt direct- 
ly and with his usual depth of penetration with Islam, espe- 
cially his Dimensions of Islam, Sufism, Veil and Quintessence 
and Christianity/Islam — Essays on Esoteric Ecumenism while 
most of the later books of Titus Burekhardt written shortly 
before his death such as The Art of Islam, Moorish Culture in 
Islam and Letters of a Sufi Master, as well as his posthumous 
collection of essays Mirror of the Intellect, deal in a masterly 
fashion with various Islamic subjects from the traditional per- 
spective. Likewise, Martin Lings continues to produce major 
works dealing with Islam including his unique biography of the 
Prophet entitled Muhammad , as well as What is Sufism ? and 
The Quranic Art of Calligraphy. 

Other works of a traditional character dealing with various 
facets of Islam include Victor Danner’s The Islamic Tradition, 
Gai Eaton’s Islam and the Destiny of Man, Roger Du Pasquier’s 
The Unveiling of Islam, Sachiko Murata’s The Tao of Islam and 
several works of William Chittick dealing with Sufism as well 
as his The Faith and Practice of Islam. To this list must be 
added a number of works written by Western Islamicists with 
sympathy and understanding of Islam such as Islam, And 
Muhammad is His Messenger and The Mystical Dimensions of 
Islam by Annemarie Schimmel and Islam— The Straight Path 
by John Esposito. 

In discussing the Western intellectual scene, one must note 
also the appearance to an ever greater extent of works written 
by traditional Islamic authorities but rendered into European 
languages. Although most of these works address the tradi- 
tional Islamic audience without awareness of the types of ques- 
tions which present themselves to the Western reader and 
despite the fact that many of the works translated are not ren- 
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dered in a completely satisfactory manner, this body of writ- 
ings is a significant addition to the corpus of books on tradi- 
tional Islam in Western languages. 

Altogether, amidst the sea of publications on Islam in 
English and other Western languages, those dealing with the 
subject from the traditional point of view continue to grow like 
an ever expanding island which alone provides a safe haven in 
the middle of the confusing storm raging at sea and threaten- 
ing the very safety of whoever embarks to journey upon its 
waters. And yet, this sea must be crossed and understanding 
needs to be created between the West and especially whatever 
religious element remains within it and Islam. In this journey 
the traditional works are indispensable to calm the hysteria 
created by the media about the danger of an Islamic wave 
destroying the secular bastion of the West, to make available 
an intellectual response to the challenges posed by modern 
Western thought to Islam and, in fact, all religion, and finally 
to provide a ground where dialogue based on mutual respect 
can be carried out between Muslims, Christians and Jews as 
well as followers of other religions. 

This book was written for the purpose of expounding the 
meaning of traditional Islam in a contemporary language for 
both Westerners and those Muslims whose minds have been 
molded by modern education, and of opening another^door for 
dialogue with Christianity and also Judaism. This aim still 
needs to be achieved and the goal of mutual understanding 
must be sought more than ever before. Nearly three decades 
ago this book took a humble step towards the attainment of this 
goal. May this new edition continue to serve the cause of bring- 
ing about better comprehension of Islam in the West and cre- 
ating greater awareness by Muslims of the need to be able to 
respond intelligibly to challenges posed by the West to their 
religion and to carry out meaningful religious dialogue with 
other communities to whom God has also spoken. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr 
Wa md tawflql ilia bi ’Lldh 

Cairo, January, 1993 
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Islam the Last Religion and 
the Primordial Religion — Its 
Universal and 
Particular Traits 



E very revealed religion is the religion and a religion, the 
religion in as much as it contains within itself the Truth 
and means of attaining the Truth, a religion since it 
emphasizes a particular aspect of the Truth in conformity with 
the spiritual and psychological needs of the humanity for 
whom it is destined and to whom it is addressed. Religion itself 
is derived from the word religio whose root meaning is to bind. 
It is that which binds man to the truth. As such every religion 
possesses ultimately two essential elements which are its basis 
and foundation: a doctrine which distinguishes between the 
Absolute and the relative, between the absolutely Real and the 
relatively real, between that which has absolute value and that 
whose value is relative; and a method of concentrating upon the 
Real, of attaching oneself to the Absolute and living according 
to the Will of Heaven in accordance with the purpose and 
meaning of human existence. 

These two elements, the doctrine and the method, the 
means of distinguishing between what is Real and what 
appears to be real, and attaching oneself to the Real, exist in 
every orthodox and integral religion and are in fact the essence 
of every religion. No religion, whether it be Islam or 
Christianity, Hinduism or Buddhism, can be without a doctrine 
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as to what is Absolute and what is relative. Only the doctrinal 
language differs from one tradition to another. Nor can any 
religion be without a method of concentrating on the Beal and 
living according to It although the means again differ in dif- 
ferent traditional climates. 

Every religion is rooted in a transcendent Reality that 
stands above the world of change and becoming. Yet, no reli- 
gion has claimed that the world on its own level of existence is 
completely unreal. Even the Hindu maya is not so much illu- 
sion as the “Divine play” or lild which veils and hides the 
Absolute. Were the world and the soul to be completely unreal, 
there would be no meaning in trying to attach the soul to the 
Real, to the Absolute. The doctrine is thus a discrimination 
between the Absolute and the relative and between grades of 
reality, degrees of universal existence. And the method is pre- 
cisely the means of attaching the relatively real to the 
absolutely Real once one realizes that the reality of the soul 
and the world that surrounds it is not absolute but relative, 
that both the soul and the world derive their sustenance from 
a Reality that transcends both the soul and the world. 

Now, Islam like every orthodox religion is comprised of a 
doctrine and a method and it is for us to see how the Islamic 
revelation deals with these cardinal elements, how it envisages 
the relation between man and God. It is of course God who is 
the Absolute and man the relative. And it is for man to come to 
realize this truth, to know that only God is God, that is, only He 
is the Absolute, and that man is a relative being who stands 
before Him given the free choice of either accepting or rejecting 
His Will. 

This relation between man and God, or the relative and the 
Absolute is central in every religion. Only each religion empha- 
sizes a certain aspect of this relationship, while inwardly it con- 
tains the Truth as such in its teachings, whatever the outward 
limitations of its forms might be. That is why to have lived any 
religion fully is to have lived all religions and there is nothing 
more meaningless and even pernicious than to create a syn- 
cretism from various religions with a claim to universality 
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while in reality one is doing nothing less than destroying the 
revealed forms which alone make the attachment of the rela- 
tive to the Absolute, of man to God, possible. Without the “dic- 
tum of Heaven,” without revelation in its universal sense, no 
religion is possible and man cannot attach himself to God with- 
out God having Himself, through His grace, provided the 
means for man to do so. Every orthodox religion is the choice of 
Heaven and while still intact contains both the doctrine and the 
method which “save” man from his wretched terrestrial condi- 
tion and open to him the gates of Heaven. 

In the confrontation of man and God, Islam does not 
emphasize the descent or incarnation or manifestation of the 
Absolute, nor the fallen, imperfect and sinful nature of man. 
Rather, it considers man as he is in his essential nature and 
God as He is in His absolute Reality. The Islamic perspective is 
based upon the consideration of the Divine Being as He is in 
Himself not as He is incarnated in history. It is based on the 
Absolute and not on the “descent of the Absolute.” Likewise, 
Islam considers man not as what he has become after that very 
significant event which Christianity calls original sin and “fall” 
but as man is in his primordial nature, in his fitrah, a nature 
which he bears deep down within his soul. 

It might of course be said that not only Islam but every reli- 
gion is based on God and man’s relation to Him. But there are 
certain religions which emphasize a particular incarnation of 
the Divinity or various manifestations of the Absolute. In the 
non-theistic climate of Buddhism emphasis is laid on the “Void” 
and the Buddha himself who is the “manifestation of the Void” 
(or shunya); and in Christianity it is the personality of Christ 
that is particularly emphasized and is central so that quite nat- 
urally the religion that Christ founded is called Christianity. 
But the case of Islam is quite different and for this very reason 
is fallacious to call Islam Mohammadanism, although this 
term has been used so long in Western languages that it might 
be difficult to eradicate its use completely. 

Islam is a religion based not on the personality of the 
founder but on Allah Himself. The Prophet is the channel 
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through whom man has received a message pertaining to the 
nature of the Absolute and subsequently the relative, a mes- 
sage which contains a doctrine and a method. Therefore, it is 
Allah Himself who is the central reality of the religion, and the 
role of the Prophet in Islam and Christ in Christianity are 
thereby quite different at the same time that naturally as 
“messengers of God” they also bear similarities to each other. 
Islam emphasizes over and over again not how God has mani- 
fested Himself but what His nature is— nature in the common 
meaning of the word not in the philosophical sense, for philo- 
sophically speaking Allah has no nature. It would, therefore, be 
more in conformity with the Islamic perspective to call it 
“Allahism” if need be rather than the still persisting Moham- 
madanism. 

As for man, Islam legislates for him according to his real 
nature as he is with all the possibilities inherent in the human 
state as such. But what does “man as he is” mean? Seen in his 
ordinary condition man is a weak and negligent being. He is 
usually subservient to his surroundings and a prisoner of his 
own lust and animal passions. He does not know what it really 
means to be man and does not live to the full potentialities of 
his human condition. Were it to be otherwise he would need no 
religion and revelation to guide him. Islam without in any way 
overlooking the limited and weak aspect of human nature does 
not consider man in his aspect as a perverted will but essen- 
tially as a theomorphic being who as the vicegerent ( khallfah ) 
of God on earth is the central theophany ( tajalll ) of God’s 
Names and Qualities. 

There is something “God-like” in man as attested to by the 
Quranic statement, (Pickthall translation): “I have made him 
and have breathed into him my spirit” (Quran 15:29), and by 
the tradition, “God created Adam upon His own form. ’ God cre- 
ated Adam, the prototype of man, upon “His own form,” i.e., as 
a mirror reflecting in a central and conscious manner His 
Names and Qualities. There is, therefore, something of a 
“sacred nature” ( malakutl ) in man; and it is in the light of this 
profound nature in man that Islam envisages him. 
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This belief is not, however, in any way anthropomorphic, for 
the Divine Essence ( al-Dhat ) remains absolutely transcendent 
and no religion has emphasized the transcendent aspect of God 
more than Islam. The Islamic concept of man as a theomorphic 
being is not an anthropomorphism. It does not make God into 
man. Rather, the Islamic revelation conceives of man as this 
theomorphic being and addresses itself to that something in 
man which is in the “form of the Divine.” That something is 
first of all an intelligence that can discern between the true 
and the false or the real and the illusory and is naturally led to 
Unity or tawhld. Secondly, it is a will to choose freely between 
the true and the false, and thirdly it is the power of speech, of 
the word, to be able to express the relationship between the 
Divinity and man. In Islam man is not first of all a perverted 
will who also possesses intelligence but an intelligence, which 
leads “naturally” to the assertion of the Divine, who also pos- 
sesses will and speech. 

Now, intelligence, will and speech are all essentially Divine 
Qualities. It is God who has as one of His Qualities knowledge 
which is connected to the Divine Intellect. The Name al- c Alim, 
He who knows, is one of the Divine Names, and it is also God 
who possesses Will and absolute freedom. Being infinite, there 
is nothing outside of Him to act as an obstacle to His freedom. 
God is the Infinite and only the Infinite is absolutely -free. Also 
the Word belongs to God. It comes from Him, belongs to Him 
and returns to Him. The qualities of intelligence, will and 
speech are thus Divine Qualities which God has given in trust 
to man, and through them leads man back to Himself. 

Islam takes these three elements, namely intelligence, will 
and speech, which one might say God has allowed man to “bor- 
row,” and makes them the basis of the religion, carrying these 
elements to the most profound and universal level of their 
meaning. Islam asks what intelligence is and what its real 
nature is. The real nature of intelligence is ultimately to come 
to realize that La ildha illa 'Lldh, that is to come to know that 
in the end there is only one Absolute Reality. It is to realize the 
absolute nature of Allah and the relativity of all else that is 
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other than He. Moreover, it is only this truth which the intelli- 
gence can know in an absolute sense. Everything else it knows 
only relatively. Only this certainty belongs to the very nature 
of man. It is only this knowledge which man can attain with 
absolute certitude. 

What is the nature of the will? It is to be able to choose, to 
choose freely between two alternatives, between the Real and 
the unreal, between the True and the false, between the 
Absolute and the relative. Were man not to be free, religion 
would have no real meaning. Free will is necessary to the reli- 
gious conception of man and this is as much true of Islam as of 
any other religion. Let us here clear away one of most malicious 
misunderstandings about Islam, namely the belief that Islam 
is fatalistic in the popular sense of the word. The common con- 
ception of Islam in the Western world has in fact become more 
than anything else centered on this so-called fatalism in which 
human free will and initiative have no role. The truth of the 
matter is otherwise. Were Islam to be fatalistic it would not be 
able to conquer half the known world in seventy years. It is 
actually absurd to call one of the most virile, active and ener- 
getic civilizations which the world has known fatalistic. 

What Islam does emphasize is complete confidence in God, 
reliance on His Will and the realization that only God is 
absolutely free because only He is infinite. But man by virtue 
of his theomorphic nature shares in this freedom of will which 
really belongs to God. In an absolute sense, only God is free 
because only He is absolutely real. But from the human point 
of view to the degree that man is real he is also free. This ques- 
tion is, of course, one of the most difficult to solve from the 
point of view of human reason, for the dichotomy between free 
will and determinism is one that transcends the domain of dis- 
cursive thought and can only be comprehended through that 
intellectual intuition which alone can realize the coineidentia 
oppositorum. Its discussion has a long history in Christian and 
Jewish theology as well as in Islam. What is, however, empha- 
sized in Islam is that freedom in an absolute sense belongs to 
God alone. Nevertheless, we share in this freedom and there- 
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fore bear the responsibility of having to choose. Were this 
responsibility not to be incumbent upon us there would be no 
real meaning to religious faith. 

As for speech, it is the most direct manifestation of what we 
are, of our innermost being. We cannot express our being in any 
way more directly than in speech. Speech is in a sense the 
external form of what we are inwardly. Islam, therefore, makes 
it central in its rites which revolve most of all around prayer. 
The central rite of Islam, which has been called the main pillar 
of religion ( rukn al-dln), is the daily prayers ( salah ) which in 
their ever recurring rhythm integrate man’s life into a spiritu- 
al center. In Sufism, moreover, prayer is the method of realiza- 
tion in the form of invocation ( dhikr ) or the “prayer of the 
heart” that becomes ultimately integrated into the very rhythm 
of the most elemental process of life, namely the beating of the 
heart. Invocation is to be able to remember God by invoking His 
Name at all times and in a more external sense to use the 
power of speech as prayer. 

Of course there is no religion in which prayer does not exist 
in one form or another, any more than there is a religion in 
which will and intelligence do not play a role. But the empha- 
sis in Islam, which marks its particular spiritual genius, is to 
make these three elements, that is intelligence, will and 
speech, the basis of the spiritual life by penetrating to the 
essence of these elements and revealing their essential nature. 

Islam poses the ultimate question, “What is intelligence 
and what does it really mean to be intelligent?” Intelligence is 
not what it has become for the most part in modern time, a 
mental acumen and diabolical cleverness which goes on playing 
with ideas endlessly without ever penetrating or realizing 
them. This is not real intelligence, not contemplative intelli- 
gence which differs as much from mental virtuosity as the 
soaring flight of an eagle differs from the play of a monkey. 
What we call intelligence today is precisely this monkey play of 
the mind which plays with ideas, were they even to be sacred 
ones, without ever being able fully to understand and penetrate 
any one of them. Such a mind is like a lake which has become 



8 I deeds and Realities of Jslcn 



frozen. Nothing ever penetrates into it; rather, everything 
glides from one side to the other leaving the deeper layers 
untouched. It is not this type of mental activity which Islam 
considers as intelligence, an activity which is at best no more 
than a reflection of true intelligence. 

This is not the place to analyze fully the Arabic word al- 
c aql, which means both reason and intellect and although used 
to mean reason is also what binds us to God. In fact one of the 
meanings of the root c aql is to tie or to bind. The Quran calls 
those who have gone astray from religion, “la ya c qilun,” those 
who cannot use their intelligence correctly. It is very signifi- 
cant that the loss of faith is equated in Quranic language not 
with the corruption of the will but with the improper function- 
ing of intelligence. 

Herein lies one of the major distinctions between the 
Islamic and Christian points of view, one that makes it difficult 
for many Westerners to understand the nature of the Islamic 
perspective. Christianity is essentially a mystery which veils 
the Divine from man. The beauty of Christianity lies in the 
acceptance of God as a mystery and in bowing before this mys- 
tery, in believing in the unknown as St. Augustine said. In 
Islam, however, it is man who is veiled from God. The Divine 
Being is not veiled from us; we are veiled from Him and it is for 
us to try to rend this veil asunder, to try to know God. Our intel- 
ligence is not a Luciferian faculty but a God-given instrument 
whose ultimate object is God Himself. Islam is thus essentially 
a way of knowledge; it is a way of gnosis ( ma c rifah ). It is based 
on gnosis or direct knowledge that, however, cannot by any 
means be equated with rationalism, which is only an indirect 
and secondary form of knowledge. Islam leads to that essential 
knowledge which integrates our being, which makes us know 
what we are and be what we know or, in other words, integrates 
knowledge and being in the ultimate unitive vision of Reality. 

It might now be asked why, then, does man have need of 
revelation if he is a theomorphic being endowed with an intel- 
ligence which can lead him to a knowledge of God and affir- 
mation of Unity ( tawhld )? This is a problem that needs much 
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explanation, especially since certain modern Muslim apolo- 
gists, wanting to answer Christian charges against Islam and, 
at the same time, not being intellectually strong enough to 
state the case of Islam in its true perspective, have claimed that 
indeed Islam has no need of mysteries, miracles, original sin, 
and just about everything else which is “supernatural” from the 
Christian point of view. Islam is presented by such people as if 
its conception of man is the Cartesian rational man left to his 
own reason who, however, instead of becoming a deist or agnos- 
tic as in the West somehow becomes a Muslim. This view, how- 
ever, is not at all true because although Islam is based on the 
primordial nature of man and his intelligence rather than will 
which has become warped after his fall on earth, it neverthe- 
less believes that revelation is absolutely necessary. Without 
the aid of God man cannot discover by himself the way of sal- 
vation, the “Straight Path.” 

Man needs revelation because, although a theomorphic 
being, he is by nature negligent and forgetful; he is by nature 
imperfect. Therefore, he needs to be reminded. Adam, the first 
man, was also the first of prophets. Prophecy is thus necessary 
for mankind and begins with the first man himself. As Adam 
needed prophecy so do all men who are his progeny. Man can- 
not alone uplift himself spiritually. He must be awakened from 
the dream of negligence by one who is already awake. Man is 
thus in need of a message from Heaven and must follow a rev- 
elation in order to realize the full potentiality of his being and 
have the obstacles which bar the correct functioning of his 
intelligence removed. Intelligence does lead to God provided it 
is wholesome and healthy ( sallm ), and it is precisely revelation, 
this objective manifestation of the Intellect, that guarantees 
this wholesomeness and permits the intelligence to function 
correctly and not be impeded by the passions. Every man needs 
to follow a prophet and a revelation unless he is himself chosen 
as a prophet or in certain other very exceptional cases, which 
are only exceptions that prove the rule and demonstrate that 
“the Spirit bloweth where it listeth.” 

The most profound reason for the need of revelation is the 
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presence of obstacles before the intelligence which prevent its 
correct functioning, or more directly, the fact that although 
man is made in the “image of God” and has a theomorphic 
being, he is always in the process of forgetting it. He has in 
himself the possibility of being “God-like,” but he is always in 
the state of neglecting this possibility. That is why the cardinal 
sin in Islam is forgetfulness. It is negligence (ghaflah) of who 
we really are. It is a going to sleep and creating a dream world 
around us which makes us forget what is our veritable identity 
and what we should be doing in this world. Revelation is there 
to awaken man from this dream and remind him what it real- 
ly means to be man. 

A man is not a man by the fact that he has two hands with 
which he manipulates or that he can make planes that fly or 
calculating machines that perform difficult mathematical 
operations in a short time. These and other abilities are no 
more than accidental to his real nature which makes of him a 
man for quite different reasons. 

There is a story at the end of the epistle on animals in the 
Rasa' J il (Epistles) of the Ikhwan al-Safa 3 (Brethren of Purity) 
in which a dialogue is carried out between man and the ani- 
mals. The members of the animal kingdom complain before the 
king of the jinn about man’s cruelty to them, about how he uses 
them as beasts of burden, drinks their milk, eats their flesh 
and takes advantage of them in many other ways to fulfill his 
own need without considering the rights of the animal king- 
dom. 

Man is invited to answer the charges brought against him. 
He tries to prove his superiority by mentioning how he can 
build buildings and cities, calculate and manipulate numbers, 
create a complicated social structure, develop arts and sciences 
and many other skills of the kind. To each of these claims one 
of the members of the animal kingdom answers by pointing out 
to a corresponding skill possessed by one of the animal species, 
such as the bee who is a natural geometer and makes hexagons 
for his beehive. Every advantage which man enumerates for 
himself and thinks that thereby he has the right to dominate 
over nature and destroy it, as he has been doing with unprece- 
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dented ferocity during the past century, is thus overcome by the 
animals. It is only when man mentions that within human soci- 
ety there are saints who are God’s representatives on earth, 
who are the channels of grace for the whole terrestrial envi- 
ronment, and who fulfill the very raison d’etre of life on earth 
as such, that the animals bow before the claims of man to dom- 
inate over them. Man’s central position in the world is not due 
to his cleverness or inventive genius but is the result of the pos- 
sibility of attaining sanctity and becoming a channel of grace 
for the world about him. 

This story demonstrates the Islamic conception of man 
according to which man participates fully in the human state, 
not through the many activities with which he usually identi- 
fies himself, but by remembering his theomorphic nature. And 
because he is always in the process of forgetting this nature, he 
is always in need of revelation. In Christianity man has sinned, 
having sinned his nature has become warped; it having become 
warped he needs a miracle to save him. Through baptism and 
the sacraments this wound in his soul is healed and by partici- 
pation in the life and sacrifice of Christ he is saved. In Islam, 
however, there is no original sin. There is no single act which 
has warped and distorted human will. Rather, man as a result 
of being fallen man is imperfect, only God being perfection as 
such. Being imperfect, man has the tendency to forget and so is 
in constant need of being reminded, through revelation, of his 
real nature. Therefore, although the starting point of the con- 
ception of man in Christianity and Islam is different, the end 
result is in this sense the same, in the sense that both believe 
in the necessity of revelation to save man. 

Man is in absolute need of religion without which he is only 
accidentally human. It is only through participation in a tradi- 
tion, that is, a divinely revealed way of living, thinking and 
being, that man really becomes man and is able to find mean- 
ing in life. It is only tradition in this sense that gives meaning 
to human existence. Many thinkers of the Enlightenment and 
the age of rationalism who theoretized against religion did not 
realize the profound need of man for religion or for meaning in 
an ultimate sense, and could not foresee that once deprived of 
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a divinely revealed religion, man, rather than becoming con- 
tent, would begin to create pseudo-religions and the spiritually 
dangerous eclecticisms which have been showering mankind 
for the past century or two. 

The privilege of participating in the human state, in a state 
which contains the opportunity and possibility of becoming 
”God-like,” of transcending the world of nature, and of possess- 
ing an immortal soul whose entelechy lies beyond the physical 
world, carries with it also a grave responsibility. This trust or 
responsibility of having the freedom to accept or reject faith is 
beautifully expressed in the Quranic verse: “Lo! We offered the 
trust unto the heavens and the earth and the hills, but they 
shrank from bearing it and were afraid of it. And man assumed 
it. Lo! He hath proven a tyrant and a fool” (33:72). The burden 
of responsibility of the human state was so great that neither 
the sky nor the mountains accepted to bear this heavy load. It 
was upon man’s shoulders that this heavy responsibility was 
placed. As Hafiz says, echoing the Quranic verse: 

For heaven’s self was all too weak to bear 

The burden of His love God laid on it. 

He turned to seek a messenger elsewhere 

And in the Book of Fate my name was writ. 

(Gertrude Bell translation) 

The very grandeur of the human condition is precisely in 
that he has both the possibility of reaching a state “higher than 
that of the angels” and at the same time of denying God. Being 
given the possibility of being “God-like” through the acceptance 
of the “trust of faith,” man can also play the role of a little deity 
and deny God as such. Therein lies both the grandeur and seri- 
ousness of the human condition. Each being in the Universe is 
what it is. It is situated on a particular level of existence. Only 
man can stop being fully man. He can ascend above all degrees 
of universal existence and by the same token fall below the 
level of the basest of creatures. The alternatives of heaven and 
hell placed before man are themselves an indication of the seri- 
ousness of the human condition. Man is presented with a 
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unique opportunity by being bom in the human state and it is 
a tragedy for him to fret away and waste his life in pursuits 
which distract him from the essential goal of his life, which is 
to save his immortal soul. 

The supreme symbol of this trust, this precious burden 
which God has placed on the shoulders of man, a burden which 
if he bears safely grants him eternal felicity, is in Islam the 
black stone of the Ka f bah. There is in Mecca in a corner of the 
House of God a black stone which is in fact a meteor. In the 
Islamic tradition, this stone which fell from heaven, symbolizes 
the original covenant ( al-mlthaq ) made between man and God. 
God taught man the names of all the creatures as we are told 
in the Quran as well as in the Old Testament. This means that 
God gave man the possibility of dominating over all things, for 
to possess the “name” of a thing means to exercise power over 
it. Man has the right to breathe the air about him, to eat and 
drink, to satiate his bodily desires, to walk upon the earth. 
None of these has man created himself. Man is, moreover, 
given life and a freedom to accept or deny the Creator Himself. 
This is in itself a miracle, a part of the realm of existence which 
can deny Being. We exist and yet there are men who deny 
Being, the source of all particular existence. Only men can 
become existentialists. Animals also exist but they are not exis- 
tentialists. 

It is itself a miracle that human existence is given the pos- 
sibility of denying its own source. But man is given all this and 
much more in return for that submission ( tasllm ) based on his 
free will that God wants of him and the black stone is the sym- 
bol of this pre-eternal covenant made between man and God. 
The idea of covenant is an aspect of religion often forgotten in 
modern times but it is essential in Islam and is, of course, 
strongly emphasized in the Old Testament. There, however, the 
covenant is made between God and a chosen people, the people 
of Israel, whereas in Islam it is made between God and man as 
such, not a particular race or tribe. 

By accepting the covenant, man has in turn certain duties 
to perform. He has, first of all, to make his intelligence con- 
form to the Truth which comes from the Absolute and which is. 
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in fact, the Absolute, and then to make his will conform to the 
Will of the One and his speech to what God wants of man. In 
brief, in return for all the blessings and gifts that God has 
given man, man must, in turn, remember his real nature and 
always keep before him the real goal of his terrestrial journey. 
He must know who he is and where he is going. This he can do 
only by conforming his intelligence to the Truth and his will to 
the Divine Law. A person who does not fulfill his religious 
obligations falls short in Muslim eyes on the simplest moral 
plane. He is like a man who has rented a house and refuses to 
pay the rent. Such a man has accepted a covenant with God but 
simply refuses to live up to his side of the agreement. 

To accept the Divine covenant brings up the question of liv- 
ing according to the Divine Will. The very name of Islam is inti- 
mately connected with this cardinal idea. The root salama in 
Arabic, from which Islam, is derived, has two meanings, one 
peace and the other surrender. He who surrenders himself to 
the Divine Will gains peace. The central idea of Islam is that on 
the basis of the use of intelligence, which discerns between the 
Absolute and the relative, one should come to surrender to the 
Will of the Absolute. This is the meaning of the term muslim: 
one who has accepted through free choice to conform his will to 
the Divine Will. 

In a particular sense Islam refers to the religion revealed 
through the Quran, but in a more general sense it refers to reli- 
gion as such. Some Muslim sages, in fact, see three different 
levels of meaning in the word “Muslim.” Islam is actually like 
a several storied mountain and everything in it has different 
degrees and levels of meaning, including the concept Muslim 
itself. Firstly, anyone who accepts a Divine revelation is a 
“Muslim” in its most universal sense, be he a Muslim, 
Christian, Jew or Zoroastrian. The Islamic point of view did not 
take into account the Indian religions until historic contact was 
made with them, but this definition would refer to them as 
well, as Hinduism came to be called by certain later Muslim 
sages the “religion of Adam,” In its first meaning, therefore, 
“Muslim” refers to that human being who through the use of 
his intelligence and free will accepts a divinely revealed law. 

Secondly, “rnuslun” refers to all creatures of the Universe, 



1 Islam — the Last Religion 15 



w ho accept Divine Law in the sense that they conform to the 
unbreakable laws which the Western world calls “laws of 
nature.” In modern times the very logical coherence of the nat- 
ural world, its order and regularity, have turned many people 
away from a religious conception of nature, as if the presence 
©f God in nature were manifested only through miracles. The 
fact that the sun rises regularly every morning and one 
observes no break in the regularity of the natural order was a 
major argument of eighteenth and nineteenth century and also 
more modern rationalists against the Christian conception of 
the Universe. But this regularity proves in Muslim eyes just 
the opposite, namely the presence of the Divine Wisdom and 
Will to which all creatures are subservient and, in fact, save for 
man, have no choice but to follow. 

A stone has no choice but to fall. The force of gravitation is 
an expression of the Divine Will on the physical plane which 
the stone obeys absolutely so that in this sense it is “ muslim ” 
It is the Wisdom and Will of the Creator that express them- 
selves in what is called “laws of nature” in Western thought, 
and everything in the Universe is in a profound sense Muslim, 
except for man who, because of this free choice given to him as 
a trust to bear, can refuse to submit to His Will. A tree grows 
and has no choice but to grow. Fire burns and cannot do other- 
wise. A pear tree must always bear pears. A tiger must alw'ays 
be a tiger and an eagle an eagle. A noble animal is always noble 
and a base metal always base. It is only man who can be as 
ferocious as a tiger, as majestic as an eagle or lion, or as lowly 
as an earth worm. It is only man who can stop being a Muslim 
in this second meaning of the term “muslim ,” whereas all other 
beings are “ muslim ” in this sense by virtue of their complete 
submission to the Divine Will, which manifests itself as “laws 
of nature.” 

Finally, there is the highest meaning of Muslim which 
applies to the saint. The saint is like nature in that every 
moment of his life is lived in conformity with the Divine Will, 
but his participation in the Divine Will is conscious and active 
whereas that of nature is passive. All beings in a sense know 
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that they exist; only man knows that he knows and has a con- 
scious knowledge of his own existence. It would perhaps be 
more logical to consider the first meaning of Muslim as per- 
taining to nature, the second meaning to man who has accept- 
ed a revelation, and the third meaning to the saint who not only 
has accepted revelation but lives fully in conformity with the 
Divine Will. As such, the saint is the conscious, active and intel- 
lectual counterpart of the first kind of “ muslim ” that is, 
nature. Like nature he lives every moment of his life according 
to the Divine Norm but consciously and with free will. He is 
thus the preserver of nature and its spiritual counterpart. 

Islam is then a universal reality that encompasses man and 
the Universe about him and lies in the nature of things. Also in 
a more particular sense, as a religion which was revealed some 
fourteen hundred years ago, it continues to base itself on what 
is in the nature of things, concentrating particularly on the 
Divine Nature itself. For this reason Islam is based, from 
beginning to end, on the idea of Unity ( tawhld ), for God is One. 
Unity is the alpha and omega of Islam. It is, in fact, empha- 
sized so much that for a non-Muslim it seems as a pleonasm, a 
kind of excessive reiteration of something which is obvious. But 
to the Muslim the idea of Unity does not just mean the asser- 
tion that there is only one God sitting in Heaven instead of two 
or three. No religion could convert a quarter of the population 
of the globe and spread from Morocco to Indonesia with just 
such a simple idea. An abstract concept of unity alone would 
not be sufficient to attract men towards religion. 

Unity is, in addition to a metaphysical assertion about the 
nature of the Absolute, a method of integration, a means of 
becoming whole and realizing the profound oneness of all exis- 
tence. Every aspect of Islam rotates around the doctrine of 
Unity which Islam seeks to realize in its fullness in the human 
being in his inner and outer life. Every manifestation of human 
existence should be organically related to the Shahadah, La 
ildha illa°Lldh, which is the most universal way of expressing 
Unity. This means that man should not be compartmentalized 
either in his thoughts or actions. Every action, even the manner 
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of walking and eating, should manifest a spiritual norm which 
exists in his mind and heart. 

On the social plane Unity expresses itself in the integration 
of human society which Islam has achieved to a remarkable 
degree. Politically it manifests itself in Islam’s refusal to 
accept as the ultimate unit of the body politic anything less 
than the totality of the Islamic community, or the ummcth. 
There is, in principle, only one Muslim people, no matter how 
scattered and far removed its members may be. Only the com- 
plete ummah comprises that circle which is Islam and no seg- 
ment of the Muslim community has a right to claim to be the 
ummah any more than a segment of a circle could claim circu- 
larity. The political ideal of a single Muslim government, with 
all the ups and downs it has experienced over the centuries, is 
based on the central metaphysical doctrine of Unity. 

Unity also manifests itself in the realm of the arts and sci- 
ences, in which Islam cannot remain neutral vis-a-vis any form 
of knowledge. Islam has always sought to unify all domains of 
knowledge and, therefore, is faced today with the particularly 
difficult problem of coming to grips with the actual discoveries 
and also the presumptions of modem science, a task which is 
not by any means solved by simply calling Islam “scientific” as 
many modem Muslim apologists are prone to do. The problem 
is much more profound and delicate than that and Islam must 
face the same challenges that Christianity has faced since the 
seventeenth century in the face of modern science. Moreover, 
Islam, being essentially a way of knowledge, must either pro- 
vide an answer like any other form of science which claims to 
provide a knowledge of things, or accept it. In any case its func- 
tion is to integrate, and the history of Islam has demonstrated 
this aspect of it in both philosophy and science as well as in its 
art, in which forms were elucidated and elaborated to display 
Unity, and no distinction has ever been made between the 
sacred and the profane. 

Islam, in fact, being the religion of Unity, has never distin- 
guished between the spiritual and temporal or religious and 
profane in any domain. The very fact that there is not even a 
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suitable word in classical Arabic, Persian or other Islamic lan- 
guages for temporal or secular is the best indication that the 
corresponding concepts have not existed in Islam. Such a divi- 
sion does not exist because the kingdom of Caesar was never 
given unto Caesar in Islam. Being based on Unity, Islam has 
envisaged a total way of life which excludes nothing. Its legis- 
lation is quite realistic in conformity with its perspective, 
which is based on the real nature of things. It, therefore, envis- 
ages not only the saint but also ordinary man with all his 
strengths and weaknesses. For this very reason it has been 
falsely accused by many Christians of being worldly or of being 
the religion of the sword. 

This latter accusation is an important one which we must 
pause to answer. It is true that Islam has legislation for even 
war, whereas Christianity orders man to turn the other cheek 
and is mild and gentle in its original teachings. But what is for- 
gotten is that either a religion is made for saints, as Christ said, 
“My Kingdom is not of this world,” in which case it leaves aside 
political, social and economic questions and envisages all of its 
followers as potential saints and, in fact, can only function 
fully in a society of saints, or a religion tries to encompass the 
whole of man’s life, in which case it must take into account the 
whole of man’s nature with all the weaknesses and shortcom- 
ings it has, and legislate for the political and economic life of 
man as well as for the purely religious aspect of his existence. 
Christianity by addressing itself to the potential saint certain- 
ly did not eliminate the non-saintly aspect of its followers, nor 
banish war from Christendom. 

In fact the moment Christianity became the religion of a 
civilization and an empire it had to take the sword and fight in 
order to survive as the religion of a whole society. It had to 
choose between remaining the religion of monks or of a civi- 
lization which brought with it the responsibility of having to 
rule and fight wars. Such Christian kings as Charlemagne and 
St. Louis certainly fought as hard as any Muslim rulers. And to 
say the least the Christian warriors were not more gentle or 
generous than Muslims on the field of battle. Spain and 
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Anatolia changed hands between Islam and Christianity about 
the same time. In Spain all the Muslims were killed, forcibly 
converted or driven off and no Muslims remain there today, 
whereas the seat of the Orthodox Church is still located in 
Turkey. 

The criticism against Islam as a religion of the sword is 
thus not a valid one. Islam by legislating war limited it, where- 
as Christianity left it outside its consideration. It is not acci- 
dental that the most devastating total wars of this century 
have begun in the West where Christianity has been the domi- 
nating religious influence. It used to be said and still continues 
to be asserted by secularists that the wars fought between 
Christians and Muslims were due to religion and that religion 
is the cause of war. They did not know that the secular modern 
world would kill more people in wars than religions ever did. 
War, in a limited sense at least, is actually in the nature of 
things and Islam, rather than leaving it aside as if it did not 
exist, limited it by accepting it and providing religious legisla- 
tion for it. One can at least say that the global wars of this cen- 
tury have not come out of the Muslim world, but out of what 
some people have called the “post-Christian” West. It is not to 
say that Christianity is to blame for them, for they came from 
a society which had in many ways rebelled^., against 
Christianity. But not having a Divine Law to govern the exter- 
nal life of man as well as the spiritual domain, Christianity 
facilitated this secularization of political and social life and its 
divorce from revealed principles which in turn brought about 
the major upheavals of modern times. 

It is not our aim by any means to criticize Christianity, but 
to defend Islam from this insidious charge made against it by 
many Westerners, especially a certain type of people who want 
to preserve a mediocre and empty way of life at all costs and 
believe that the role of religion is only in keeping peace to 
enable them to continue their mode of life based on the forget- 
ting of God and that any religion which also deals with strife 
end war must be false. Actually, a religion which seeks to 
encompass the whole of life must consider all of its realities. 
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Life, like nature, has many facets; like nature it has lakes, 
flowers and fields which are peaceful and thunder and light- 
ning which carry awe and power with them. 

The revelation of the religious message itself is actually the 
opening of Heaven to the human receptacle. Either the celestial 
message descends like lightning and leaves its effect rapidly or 
it flows like water and seeps into the earthly structure gradu- 
ally. In both cases what exists before tumbles down and a new 
creation comes about. The Roman Empire fell down with as 
much of a crash as the Persian Empire. One was overcome spir- 
itually by Christianity and the other by Islam. Christianity con- 
centrating on man’s spiritual life did not consider directly his 
political and social needs. Islam basing itself on Unity had to 
integrate all of human life and could not overlook any aspect of 
it. Only a false idealism could criticize the profound realism of 
Islam, which instead of envisaging all men as saints and then 
having difficulty with the many who are far from the saintly 
life, bases itself on the real nature of man in both his spiritual 
and worldly aspirations which it tries to channel towards a 
spiritual direction by comprehending all things in its total 
scheme based on Unity. 

This character of Islam is directly connected with the fact 
that it is both the “primordial religion” and the last religion in 
the present life of humanity. Islam considers itself as the pri- 
mordial religion ( al-dln al-hanif) because it is based on the doc- 
trine of Unity which has always existed and which lies in the 
nature of things. Every religion has been ultimately based on 
the doctrine of Unity so that in Islam it is said that “the doc- 
trine of Unity is unique” ( al-tawhld wahid). There is only one 
doctrine of Unity which every religion has asserted and Islam 
came only to reaffirm what has always existed and thus to 
return to the primordial religion which was at the beginning 
and will always be, the eternal sophia, the religio perennis. It 
sought to accomplish this by its uncompromising emphasis 
upon Divine Unity and by seeking to return man to his original 
nature ( fitrah ), which is veiled from him because of his dream 
of negligence. According to the Islamic perspective, God did not 
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send different truths through His many prophets but different 
expressions and forms of the same fundamental truth of Unity. 
Islam is thus the reassertion of this primordial truth asserted 
hi the cadre of the Abrahamic Tradition in the climate of 
Semitic spirituality and using as a basis the three elements of 
hitelligence, will and speech which make the realization of 
Unity possible. 

In Islam there are three personalities who are similar, 
Adam, Abraham and the Prophet Muhammad (Hg). The primor- 
dial religion based on Unity began with Adam himself. He was 
a “monotheist” ( muwahhid ) from the beginning. Mankind did 
not evolve gradually from polytheism to monotheism. On the 
contrary, from time to time man deviated through religious 
decadence from the original monotheism of the first man into 
polytheism. Man was originally a monotheist who fell gradual- 
ly into polytheism and has to be reminded periodically of the 
Original doctrine of Unity. History consists of a series of cycles 
of decay and rejuvenation. Decay comes from the corrupting 
influences of the terrestrial environment, from the earth which 
pulls all things downwards and makes every spiritual force 
decay as it moves away gradually from its original source. 
Rejuvenation comes from Heaven through the prophets who, by 
means of successive revelations, renew the religious and spiri- 
tual life of man. The Islamic conception of history is T one of a 
series of cycles of prophecy, each cycle followed by a gradual 
decay leading to a new cycle or phase. 

As Adam was the first man and prophet at the beginning of 
man’s terrestrial history, so does Abraham represent the 
^assertion of this role for the Semitic people. He symbolizes 
the unity of that Tradition from which Judaism, Christianity 
tod Islam, the members of the “Abrahamic community,” issued 
forth. Being the “father of monotheism” and the “father of the 
Semites,” he represents in Islam that primordial religion which 
Islam came to reassert. This universal message was later par- 
ticularized for a “chosen people” by Moses in the first separate 
religion to issue forth from the Abrahamic Tradition. The reve- 
lation given to Moses was, in fact, the aspect of this Tradition 
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or, for that matter, the primordial religion as law, so that 
Judaism came to emphasize the importance of following Divine 
Law, the “Talmudic Law,” as the basis of religion. The Divine 
Will was revealed in Judaism in the form of a concrete law 
according to which the daily life of man should be molded. 

Christ and the Christian revelation, on the other hand, rep- 
resent the esoteric aspect of the Abrahamic Tradition, the 
internal dimension of the primordial religion, which is a spiri- 
tual way rather than a law. Christ did not bring a new revealed 
law or sharfah but a way (tariqah) based on the love of God. 
Islam recognized the particular function of Christ, which thus 
differed from that of other prophets who usually brought a law 
or reformed a previous one, by acknowledging his particular 
nature as the “Spirit of God” (ruh Allah ) and his “supernatural 
birth” connected with the virginity of Mary. “And she who was 
chaste, therefore We breathed into her (something) of Our 
Spirit and made her and her son a token for (all) peoples” 
(Quran 21:91). 

Also, “Verily the Messiah, Jesus the son of Mary, is but a 
Messenger of God, and His Word which He conveyed unto 
Mary, and a Spirit from Him” (4:171). 

Thus Christ has continued to be seen in Islam as a prophet 
rather than as an incarnation. What Islam does not accept in 
Christianity is first of all the idea of filial relationship and sec- 
ondly the Trinity as usually understood, both of which are alien 
to the Islamic perspective, because the latter is based on the 
nature of the Absolute itself and not on its manifestations or 
“descents.” Putting these two points aside, Islam has a high 
regard for Christ who plays a particularly significant role in 
certain phases of Sufism. 

Islam believes itself to be the third great manifestation of 
the Abrahamic Tradition, after Judaism and Christianity. 
Now, as Christians know so well, trinity is a reflection of unity 
so that this third manifestation of the Abrahamic Tradition is 
in a sense a return to the original Unity, to the “religion of 
Abraham.” As Judaism represents the law or the exoteric 
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aspect of this Tradition and Christianity the way or the esoteric 
aspect of it, so does Islam integrate the Tradition in its original 
unity by containing both a law and a way, a sharl c ah and a 
farlqah. Moreover, it can be said that in a sense Judaism is 
essentially based on the fear of God, Christianity on the love of 
Uim and Islam on the knowledge of Him, although this is only 
a matter of emphasis, each integral religion containing of 
necessity all these three fundamental aspects of the relation 
between man and God and both an esoteric and an exoteric 
aspect. 

If Islam is thus the “primordial religion,” it is also the “last 
religion” and in fact it is through this particularity that it 
becomes not just religion as such, but a particular religion to be 
accepted and followed. By re-affirming what all the prophets 
have asserted over the ages, Islam emphasized its universal 
character as the primordial religion and by considering itself as 
the last religion, a claim by the way which in fact no other 
orthodox religion before Islam had ever made, Islam attained 
its particularity which distinguishes it and gives it its specific 
form as a religion. No specific religion can, in fact, be the uni- 
versal religion as such. It is so inwardly, but outwardly it must 
be a particular religion which induces men to accept and follow 
it through specific forms and rites. Living in the realm of the 
particular, man must begin from the particular in order to 
reach the universal. The beauty of revealed religion is precise- 
ly that although externally a form, it is not a closed form, but 
one which opens inwardly towards the Infinite. It is a way from 
Hie particular to the universal, provided one is willing to accept 
its form and follow it and not reject the form in the name of a 
universality which can only be reached through the penetration 
°f forms that are a part of the revelation itself. Islam also had 
ti) have a particular form and that came from its character as 
tile last religion. With the Prophet the prophetic cycle came to 
un end. The Prophet who was the “Seal of Prophets” ( khatam al 
Qtobiya 0 ) announced that there would be no prophets after him 
®nd history has proceeded to prove his claim. 

Of course such a conception of prophecy does not imply that 
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mankind will go on forever without any other message from 
Heaven. Islam does not envisage an indefinitely prolonged 
march of history for eons on end. It believes that the history of 
the present humanity has a beginning and an end marked by 
the eschatological events described in the Quran and Hadlth. It 
is until the occurrence of these events that no new prophet 
shall come. As for the end of the cycle, Islam believes, like 
Christianity, not in the coming of a new prophet, but in the sec- 
ond coming of Christ. For this historical cycle, therefore, Islam 
is the last religion and the Prophet the last prophet not to be 
followed by another revelation or prophet chosen by Heaven. 

This particularity of Islam as the last religion in the pre- 
sent prophetic cycle gives it the power of synthesis so charac- 
teristic of this tradition. Being the final message of revelation, 
Islam was given providentially the power to synthesize, to inte- 
grate and absorb whatever was in conformity with its perspec- 
tive from previous civilizations. But this power of integration 
into Unity never meant a levelling out into uniformity which is 
the antipode of essential unity. Islam has never been a force for 
reducing things to a substantial and material uniformity, but 
has been the propagating force of integration which preserves 
local features and characteristics while unifying them into its 
universal perspective. Islam integrated in its worldview what 
was ultimately in conformity with the Shahadah, La ildha 
illa J Llah, which is the final criterion of orthodoxy in Islam. 
Whatever did not negate the unity of the Divine Principle and 
the subsequent unicity of nature in either form or content was 
of interest to Islam and became often integrated into one or 
another of its intellectual perspectives. 

Islam thus took no interest in the Greek pantheon described 
by Homer and Hesiod but was deeply interested in the sapien- 
tial doctrines of the Pythagorean-Platonic as well as 
Aristotelian schools which affirmed Divine Unity. Likewise, it 
showed no interest in Zoroastrian dualism but certain schools 
such as the Illuminationist school of SuhrawardI integrated the 
Zoroastrian doctrine of angels into Islamic philosophy precise- 
ly because it was in conformity with the Islamic perspective 



1 Islam — the Last Religion 25 



and could be integrated into it. 

Coming at the end of the prophetic cycle, Islam has consid- 
ered all the wisdom of traditions before it as in a sense its own 
and has never been shy of borrowing from them and trans- 
forming them into elements of its own worldview. Such a char- 
acteristic of Islam does not, however, mean in any way that 
Islam is unoriginal or does not possess its own spiritual genius, 
which is displayed in every manifestation of Islamic civiliza- 
tion. Today originality has come to mean being simply different 
even if it means to be wrong; whereas in Islam, as in every 
orthodox tradition, originality means to express the universal 
truths that are perennial in a manner that is fresh and bears 
the fragrance of spirituality, indicating that the expression 
comes not from outward imitation but from the source of the 
Truth itself which is the Origin of all things. 

Christianity accepted the decadent naturalistic Roman art 
which it found before itself and transformed it through its par- 
ticular genius into a most powerful “otherworldly” art, as the 
transformation of sculpture on sarcophagi of the fourth centu- 
ry A. D. demonstrates so clearly. It took Graeco-Roman philos- 
ophy with all the naturalism and rationalism inherent in its 
later schools and transformed it into a language for the expres- 
sion of the mysteries of Christianity as seen in the writings of 
the early Church Fathers. This is true, in fact, of every living 
spiritual tradition which, like a live organism, accepts materi- 
al from its surroundings and transforms it into what conforms 
to its own organic needs. Spiritual vitality, like the organic, 
comes not in creation from nothing but in transformation and 
mtegration into a pattern which comes in essence from Heaven. 
& is, therefore, surprising that so many modern Christian writ- 
ers have denied the originality of Islam, whereas every argu- 
ment presented against Islam could be turned around and 
applied often with more force against Christianity itself. If one 
^es to deny the originality of a religious tradition by the fact 
ideas and forms of previous traditions are present in it, 
*®* en Christianity not only adopted the Jewish religious per- 
^®ctive as well as Graeco-Roman art and philosophy but took 
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over the institutions of law and government in toto from Roman 
civilization, whereas Islam at least has had its own distinct law 
and social institutions. If any claims are made against origi- 
nality in Islam, it might come from those who deny revelation 
as such, but surely it should not come with any logic from 
Christian quarters. 

To summarize then, Islam is based on the universal relation 
between God and man, God in His Absoluteness and man in his 
profound theomorphic nature. Islam bases the realization of 
this central relationship on intelligence, will and speech and 
consequently on equilibrium and certitude. It has sought to 
establish equilibrium in life by channeling all of man’s natur- 
al needs and inclinations, all those natural desires and needs 
such as those for food, shelter, procreation, etc., given by God 
and necessary in human life, through the Divine Law or 
Sharf ah. And upon the firm foundations of this equilibrium, 
Islam has enabled man to build a spiritual castle based on con- 
templation and the certainty that there is no divinity other 
than the Absolute. In this sense its method is in contrast to 
Christianity in which love plays the central role and sacrifice is 
the outstanding virtue. For this very reason Christians have 
often criticized Islamic virtues as being mediocre and con- 
tributing simply to a social equilibrium, whereas the Christian 
love of sacrifice seems to a Muslim as a kind of individualism 
which breaks the universal relationship between what is nat- 
ural in man and the Divine Being. Yet, both the Islamic virtues 
leading to equilibrium which prepares the ground for contem- 
plation and the Christian stress on love and sacrifice are means 
whereby man is able to escape the limited prison of his carnal 
soul and come to realize the lofty end for which he was put on 
earth. 

Islam is a Divine revelation which was placed as a seed in 
the heart of man who was the receptacle of this Divine mes- 
sage. Man is the container. He cannot break this container; he 
can only purify it and empty it of the pungent substance that 
fills it so that it can become worthy of receiving the Divine nec- 
tar. It is by emptying the vessel of his being that man becomes 
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worthy of receiving the message of Heaven. It is by becoming a 
worthy field that the Divine seed becomes sown in it. The seed 
of Islam was placed in the heart of man through the Quran and 
the instrument of its propagation among men, the Prophet. 
fVom this seed there grew that spiritual tree which has creat- 
ed one of the greatest civilizations in history, a tree under 
Whose shade a sizeable segment of the human species live and 
die today and find meaning and fulfillment in life. 



The Quran — the Word of God, 
The Source 

of Knowledge and Action 



FT ^ he covenant made between man and God by virtue of 
' which man accepted the trust ( amanah ) of being an 
intelligent and free being, with all the opportunities and 
dangers that such a responsibility implies, is symbolized phys- 
ically by the stone of the Ka c bah. Spiritually, the record of this 
covenant is contained in the Noble Quran ( al-qur°an al-karim), 
that central theophany of Islam which is itself the eloquent 
,i(SfcJ)ression of this eternal covenant between God and man. In 
the Quranic verse, “Am I not your Lord” (7:172), God proposes 
to man even before the beginning of historical time and the cre- 
ation of the earth this covenant and in answering “Yea, we tes- 
tily,” all the progeny of Adam take up the challenge of this invi- 
tation, and agree to bear this trust as the “servants of their 
Lord” ( c abd). In this “yea” lies the secret and the particular sig- 
nificance of human existence, of the life of this theomorphic 
boing who is God’s vicegerent or khallfah on earth. 

The Quran contains the message with the aid of which this 
covenant can be kept and the entelechy of human existence ful- 
filled. It is thus the central reality in the life of Islam. It is the 
’Jfrorld in which a Muslim lives. He is bom with it inasmuch as 
“Os first sentence chanted in the ears of a newly born Muslim 
"*dd is the Shahadah contained in the Quran. He lea ms cer- 
sections of it as a child and begins to repeat some of its for- 



30 Ideals and Realities of Islam 



mulae from the moment he can speak. He reiterates some of its 
chapters in his daily prayers. He is married through sections 
read from the Sacred Book and when he dies the Quran is read 
for him. The Quran is the tissue out of which the life of a 
Muslim is woven; its sentences are like threads from which the 
substance of his soul is knit. 

The Quran for the Muslim is the revelation of God and the 
book in which His message to man is contained. It is the Word 
of God revealed to the Prophet through the archangel Gabriel. 
The Prophet was therefore the instrument chosen by God for 
the revelation of His Word, of His Book of which both the spir- 
it and the letter, the content and the form, are Divine. Not only 
the content and meaning comes from God but also the contain- 
er and form which are thus an integral aspect of the revelation. 

According to traditional sources, which alone matter in such 
questions, the Quran was revealed to the Prophet when he was 
spending some time, as he often did, in a cave in the mountain 
of Hira 3 near Mecca. Suddenly the consciousness of the human 
receptacle was rent asunder by the archangel Gabriel, whose 
function in Islam is in many ways like that of the Holy Ghost 
in Christianity. He told the Prophet “Recite!” and with that 
word the descent of the Divine message began. It is of great sig- 
nificance that the first word of the Quran to be revealed was 
“recite,” for the supreme symbol of revelation in Islam is a 
book. In other religions the “descent of the Absolute” has taken 
other forms, but in Islam as in other Semitic religions but with 
more emphasis, revelation is connected with a “book” and in 
fact Islam envisages the followers of all revealed religions as 
“people of the Book” (ahl al-kitdb ). 

To the command of Gabriel to “recite” the Prophet answered 
by announcing that he did not have the ability to do so, being 
unlettered. But the Divine Message had itself given him the 
power to “recite” the Book of God which was sonoral and there- 
fore received through the ear rather than the eye and hence- 
forth he became the human recipient of this message which he 
made known to mankind. This religious truth, like many simi- 
lar ones occurring in other traditions, is difficult for human 
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reason to accept, not because it is itself illogical but because 
reason feeds upon daily sensible experience and is shocked by 
a phenomenon which transcends the bounds of that experience. 
|)ne asks how could the Prophet be unlettered ( umml ) and yet 
“recite.” How could he be unlettered and yet announce the 
Quran which is the most beautiful of all works in the Arabic 
language, a book whose eloquence is itself the greatest miracle 
in Islam! 

Many Western authors writing about this cardinal question, 
begin with the assumption — often hidden in veils of so-called 
^objectivity” and “scholarship” — that the Quran is not really the 
|Word of God, a revelation from Heaven. Therefore, it must be 
explained away. Not being the Word of God, in their eyes it 
must naturally be the work of the Prophet who therefore must 
have been a very good poet and could not, in fact, have been 
unlettered. He must have learned bits here and there from the 
Jewish community in Medina or the Christian monks in Syria 
and put them together in a book that appears to these critics as 
a poor replica of other sacred books such as the Torah and the 
jQospels. 

y Such a view might be defended by one who rejects all reve- 
lation as such but it is strange to hear such views from authors 
who often accept Christianity and Judaism as revealed truth. It 
is enough to make a morphological comparison between Islam 
im let us say Christianity to realize why the Prophet must 
have been unlettered and why a man who understands religion 
metaphysically and intellectually must either accept religion 
as such, that is, all orthodox traditions which he is able to know 
and study seriously, or be in the danger of either intellectual 
inconsistency or spiritual hypocrisy. 

One could, of course, make a comparison between Islam and 
Christianity by comparing the Prophet to Christ, the Quran to 
the New Testament, Gabriel to the Holy Ghost, the Arabic lan- 
•guage to Aramaic, the language spoken by Christ, etc. In this 
■'Way the sacred book in one religion would correspond to the 
Sacred book in the other religion, the central figure in one reli- 
gion to the central figure in the other religion and so on. This 
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type of comparison would be of course meaningful and reveal 
useful knowledge of the structure of the two religions. But in 
order to understand what the Quran means to Muslims and 
why the Prophet is believed to be unlettered according to 
Islamic belief, it is more significant to consider this comparison 
from another point of view. 

The Word of God in Islam is the Quran; in Christianity it is 
Christ. The vehicle of the Divine Message in Christianity is the 
Virgin Mary; in Islam it is the soul of the Prophet. The Blessed 
Prophet must be unlettered for the same reason that the Virgin 
Mary must be virgin. The human vehicle of a Divine Message 
must be pure and untainted. The Divine Word can only be writ- 
ten on the pure and “untouched” tablet of human receptivity. If 
this Word be in the form of flesh, the purity is symbolized by 
the virginity of the mother who gives birth to the Word, and if 
it be in the form of a book, this purity is symbolized by the 
unlettered nature of the person who is chosen to announce this 
Word among men. One could not with any logic reject the unlet- 
tered nature of the Prophet and in the same breath defend the 
virginity of Mary. Both symbolize a profound aspect of this 
mystery of revelation and once understood, one cannot be 
accepted and the other rejected. 

The unlettered nature of the Prophet demonstrates how the 
human recipient is completely passive before the Divine. Were 
this purity and virginity of the soul not to exist, the Divine 
Word would become, in a sense, tainted with purely human 
knowledge and not be presented to mankind in its pristine puri- 
ty. The Prophet was purely passive in the face of the revelation 
he received from God. He added nothing to this revelation him- 
self. He did not write a book but conveyed the Sacred Book to 
mankind. 

To carry this analogy further one can point to the fact that 
the Quran, being the Word of God, therefore, corresponds to 
Christ in Christianity and the form of this book, which like the 
content is determined by the dictum of Heaven, corresponds in 
a sense to the body of Christ. The form of the Quran is the 
Arabic language which religiously speaking is as inseparable 
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from the Quran as the body of Christ is from Christ Himself. 
Arabic is the sacred language of Islam, but not its only cultur- 
al and scientific language, for in this domain Persian has 
played a vital role in the eastern lands of the Islamic world 
from Persia to China. Arabic is sacred in the sense that it is an 
^Integral part of the Quranic revelation whose very sounds and 
utterances play a role in the ritual acts of Islam. 

Of course Islam was not meant only for the Arabs and it is 
not necessary to know Arabic well in order to be a good Muslim. 
There have been many great Muslim saints who could hardly 
speak or read Arabic. But the formulae of the Quran read in 
prayers and acts of worship must be in the sacred language of 
Arabic which alone enables one to penetrate into the content 
and be transformed by the Divine presence and grace ( barakah ) 
■J&f the Divine Book. That is why, although it is not at all neces- 
;%ary to know Arabic well to be a Muslim, it is necessary as a 
Slpunimum to know the necessary Quranic verses which play so 
|||inportant a role in acts of worship. That is also why the Quran 
ifeannot be translated into any language for ritual purposes and 
f§frb.y non-Arab Muslims have always cultivated the study of 
‘^Arabic, not the spoken Arabic with which one is able to speak 
.about daily matters, but the Quranic Arabic which forms a part 
‘Of religious education throughout the Islamic world and which 
.'*ids in reading and understanding the Book of God. 

; It is difficult for Westerners to understand the meaning of 
A sacred language and the function it performs in certain reli- 
gions because in Christianity there is no sacred language. And 
for this very reason many modernized Muslims cannot under- 
stand this important matter either, whether they be non- Arab 
' Muslims who try to substitute other Islamic languages for 
Arabic in the acts of worship or Arabs themselves who try to 
^secularize Arabic. The latter take advantage of the fact that 
$€rod chose it as a language of revelation meant not for the 
I Arabs alone but for a large segment of humanity as such, and 
fhnistake the sacred role of Arabic in Islam with its supposed 
£ r °le in prevalent forms of ethnic and linguistic nationalism. 

In order to understand the role of Arabic in Islam we must 
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glance briefly at the other great religious traditions of the 
world. One sees immediately that there are two types of tradi- 
tions: one which is based on the founder of the tradition who is 
thus considered as a “Divine descent,” incarnation or in Hindu 
terms avatar, who is himself the “Word of God” and the mes- 
sage of Heaven. In such traditions there is no need for a sacred 
language because the body or external form of the founder 
itself is the external form of the Word. For example, in 
Christianity, Christ himself is the Word of God and it does not 
matter whether one celebrates mass in Greek, Latin or for that 
matter Arabic or Persian to be able to participate in the “blood 
and body” of Christ. Latin in the Catholic church was a liturgi- 
cal language not a sacred one and it remains as the liturgical 
language for traditional Catholics after Vatican II. 

Or to take a situation outside of the Abrahamic traditions, 
in Buddhism, the Buddha himself is the avatar or “incarna- 
tion.” The early Buddhist texts first appeared in Sanskrit. 
Later they were translated into Pali, Tamil, Tibetan, Chinese, 
Japanese and many other languages. One can be a perfectly 
good Buddhist and not know Sanskrit and read the religious 
texts let us say in Japanese. Here again the form of the “Word” 
is not a language, since the “Word” is not a book but a person. 
Rather, the form is the external aspect of the Buddha himself 
and we know that in Buddhism the very beauty of the Buddha 
image saves. 

In contrast to these traditions, which at least in this respect 
resemble each other, although Buddhism and Christianity dif- 
fer profoundly in other ways, there are others in which the 
founder is not himself the message of Heaven, the Word of God, 
but he is the messenger of this Word. In fact this is the aspect 
under which Islam envisages all revelation, so that the founder 
of a religion is called rasul, literally one who brings a risalah 
or message from God. In such religions, since the founder him- 
self is not the Word and his external form is not directly the 
form of the Word, there must be a sacred language which is 
inextricably connected to the content of the message and prov- 
identially chosen as its vehicle of expression. The very sounds 
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and words of such a sacred language are parts of the revelation 
and play the same role in such religions as the body of Christ 
does in Christianity. 

Again, to cite some examples, one could mention Judaism 
and Islam and in a different climate Hinduism. Moses was a 
prophet who brought a message from Heaven. This message 
has as its sacred language Hebrew. An orthodox Jew could 
write Jewish philosophy and theology in Arabic as Maimonides 
did, but he could not perform his rites or read the Torah ritu- 
ally in anything but Hebrew. He could make a philological or 
philosophical analysis of the Torah in another language, let us 
say Greek as was done by Philo, but he could not participate in 
the “Divine Presence” of the Book of God except through the 
sacred language of Judaism. In Hinduism one could read the 
Vedas a hundred times in Bengali, but again, in the religious 
rites, a Brahmin must chant the Vedas in Sanskrit. Sanskrit is 
the sacred language of Hinduism, but Buddhism, which also 
used Sanskrit at the beginning, is not dependent upon it in the 
same way. The same applies mutatis mutandis to Christianity 
vis-a-vis Hebrew or Aramaic. 

In light of this analysis it is perhaps easier to understand 
what the role of Arabic is in Islam. A Persian could become a 
great Muslim philosopher or scientist and write in Persian as 
has often been the case. Or in fact he could compose Sufi poet- 
ry in Persian, which has also been done to such an extent that 
Sufi poetry in Persian is richer than in Arabic. A Turk could 
rule over millions of Muslim men as sultan, and yet not be able 
to speak any Arabic as was the case for many centuries. A 
Muslim of the Indian subcontinent could write on Islamic 
jurisprudence in Persian, as has in fact been done often, more 
than in Persia itself. All these cases are legitimate and in fact 
quite natural since the Arabic speaking world is only a part of 
the Islamic world. But neither a Persian nor a Turk nor an 
Indian Muslim could participate in the barakah of the Holy 
Book and perform his rites as a Muslim if he were to use, let us 
say, Turkish or Persian in the daily prayers. The efficacy of 
canonical prayers, litanies, invocations, etc., is contained not 
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only in the content, but also in the very sounds and reverbera- 
tions of the sacred language. Religion is not philosophy or the- 
ology meant only for the mental plane. It is a method of inte- 
grating our whole being, including the psychic and the corpore- 
al. The sacred language serves precisely as a providential 
means whereby man can come not only to think about the 
truths of religion, which is only for people of a certain type of 
mentality, but to participate with his whole being in a Divine 
Norm. This truth is universally applicable, and especially it is 
clearly demonstrated in the case of the Quran whose formulae 
and verses are guide posts for the life of the Muslim and whose 
continuous repetition provides a heavenly shelter for man in 
the turmoil of his earthly existence. 

Many people, especially non-Muslims who read the Quran 
for the first time, are struck by what appears as a kind of inco- 
herence from the human point of view. It is neither like a high- 
ly mystical text nor a manual of Aristotelian logic, though it 
contains both mysticism and logic. It is not just poetry, 
although it contains the most powerful poetry. The text of the 
Quran reveals human language crushed by the power of the 
Divine Word. It is as if human language were scattered into a 
thousand fragments like a wave scattered into drops against 
the rocks at sea. One feels through the shattering effect left 
upon the language of the Quran the power of the Divine 
whence it originated. The Quran displays human language 
with all the weakness inherent in it becoming suddenly the 
recipient of the Divine Word and displaying its frailty before a 
power which is infinitely greater than man can imagine. 

The Quran, like every sacred text, should not be compared 
with any form of human writing because precisely it is a Divine 
message in human language. This fact holds true for the Bible 
as well, which we must recall includes not only the Gospels but 
also the Old Testament and the Book of the Apocalypse. There 
one sees, as in the Quran, an element which appears incoher- 
ent. Yet, it is not the sacred text that is incoherent. It is man 
himself who is incoherent and it takes much effort for him to 
integrate himself into his Center so that the message of the 
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Divine book will become clarified for him and reveal to him its 
inner meaning. 

The whole difficulty in reading the Quran and trying to 
reach its meaning is the incommensurability between the 
Divine message and the human recipient, between what God 
speaks and what man can hear in a language which, despite its 
being a sacred language, is nevertheless a language of men. 
But it is a sacred language because God has chosen it as His 
instrument of communication, and He always chooses to 
“speak” in a language which is primordial and which expresses 
the profoundest truths in the most concrete terms. It is only 
later that the sacred language develops an abstract and philo- 
sophical dimension. A sacred language is profound in depth 
and usually little developed on the surface, as can be seen in 
Quranic Arabic. Every word carries a world of meaning within 
itself and there is never a completely “horizontal” and didactic 
explanation of its content. 

Yet, the Quran contains different types of chapters and 
verses within itself, some of which are didactic and explanato- 
ry, although not in an exhaustive sense, and others poetic, usu- 
ally short and to the point. The Quran is composed of a profu- 
sion and intertwining of plant life as seen in a forest often com- 
bined suddenly with the geometry, symmetry and clarity of the 
mineral kingdom, with a crystal held before light. The key to 
Islamic art is in fact this combination of plant and mineral 
forms as inspired by the form of expression of the Quran which 
displays this character clearly. Some verses or chapters are 
extended like arabesques which became later formalized in the 
corporeal world as decoration of mosques combined with the 
actual verses of the Quran. Others are sudden bursts of a very 
clear and pointed idea expressed in a language which is much 
more geometric and symmetrical as seen particularly in the 
later chapters of the Sacred Book. 

Now, the power of the Quran does not lie in that it express- 
es a historical fact or phenomenon. It lies in that it is a symbol 
whose meaning is valid always because it concerns not a par- 
ticular fact in a particular time but truths which, being in the 
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very nature of things, are perennial. Of course the Quran does 
mention certain facts such as the rebellion of a certain people 
against God and His punishment of those people as we see also 
in the Old Testament. But even those “facts” retain their power 
because they concern us as symbols of a reality which is always 
present. The miracle of the Quran lies in its possessing a lan- 
guage which has the efficacy of moving the souls of men now, 
over fourteen hundred years since it was revealed, as much as 
it did at the beginning of its appearance on earth. A Muslim is 
moved by the very sound of the Quran and it is said that a test 
of a person’s faith ( iman ) is whether he is moved by the daily 
calls to prayer ( adhan } and the chanting of the Quran or not. 
This power lies precisely in its nature as symbol and not fact, 
as the symbol of a truth which concerns man vitally here and 
now. 

The Quran actually bears many names in traditional 
Islamic sources which cast light upon its nature and constitu- 
tion. The understanding of three of the most basic names will 
clarify this point. The Sacred Book of Islam is first al-Qur 3 an, 
then al-Furqan, and finally Umm al-kitab. The Book is first of 
all al-Qur°an, namely a recitation from which its common 
name is derived. It is also al-Furqan, that is a discernment, a 
discrimination; and finally it is Umm al-kitab, literally “moth- 
er of the Book” but meaning in reality, the mother of all Books. 
In these three appellations one finds the profound significance 
of this Book for Islam. It is a recitation in the sense that it is a 
means of concentration upon the truth, for “recitation” is a con- 
centration in which ideas and thoughts are directed towards the 
expression of a certain end. As such the Quran is an assem- 
blage of “ideas” and “thoughts” leading towards a concentration 
upon the truth contained in them. It is also a furqan or dis- 
crimination in that it is the instrument by which man can come 
to discriminate between Truth and falsehood, to discern 
between the Real and the unreal, the Absolute and the relative, 
good and evil, the beautiful and the ugly, 

Finally, as the “Mother of Books” the Quran is the prototype 
of all “books,” that is, of all knowledge. From the Islamic point 
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of view all knowledge is contained in essence in the Quran, the 
knowledge of all orders of reality. But this knowledge lies with- 
in the Quran in essence, or as a seed and in principle, not in for- 
mal detail. The Quran contains the principles of all science but 
does not seek to tell us the number of plants found in a partic- 
ular continent or the number of elements that exist in the 
chemical table. It is useless and in fact absurd to try to find 
detailed scientific information in the Quran as has been done 
by certain modern commentators of it, as futile as the attempt 
made in the West to correlate scientific discoveries with the 
text of the Bible. By the time one comes to correlate the find- 
ings of a particular science with the text of the Sacred Book, 
that science itself has changed and one is faced with the embar- 
rassing situation of having correlated an eternal message with 
a transient form of knowledge which, in fact, is no longer held 
to be true. What the Quran does contain is the principle of all 
knowledge, including cosmology and the sciences of nature. But 
to understand these principles one needs to penetrate into the 
meaning of the “Mother of Books” and then discover what is the 
ground and foundation of the sciences, not their detailed con- 
tent. 

The Quran is then the source of knowledge in Islam, not 
only metaphysically and religiously, but even in the domain of 
particular fields of knowledge. Its role in the development of 
Islamic philosophy and science has been considerable, though 
often neglected by modem scholars, to say nothing of the meta- 
physical, moral and juridical sciences. It has been the guide as 
well as the cadre in which all Islamic intellectual effort has 
taken place. 

The Quran contains essentially three types of message for 
man. Firstly, it contains a doctrinal message, a set of doctrines 
which expound knowledge of the structure of reality and man’s 
position in it. As such it contains a set of moral and juridical 
injunctions which is the basis of the Islamic Sacred Law or 
Shari c ah and which concerns the life of man in every detail. It 
also contains metaphysics about the nature of the Godhead, a 
cosmology concerning the structure of the Universe, man and 
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the multiple states of being, and an eschatology about man’s 
final end and the hereafter. It contains a doctrine about human 
life, about history, about existence as such and its meaning. It 
bears all the teachings necessary for man to know who he is, 
where he is and where he should be going. It is thus the foun- 
dation of both Divine Law and metaphysical knowledge. 

Secondly, the Quran contains a message which on the sur- 
face at least is like that of a vast book of history. It recounts the 
story of peoples, tribes, kings, prophets and saints over the 
ages, of their trials and tribulations. This message is essential- 
ly one couched in historical terms but addressed to the human 
soul. It depicts in vivid terms the ups and downs, the trials and 
vicissitudes of the human soul in terms of accounts of bygone 
people which were not only true about such and such a people 
and time but concern the soul here and now. 

Were the Quran to concern only a tribe that went astray in 
Arabia, centuries before the birth of Christ, it would not be able 
to attract us and appear to us as possessing pertinence and 
actuality. But every event recounted about every being, every 
tribe, every race bears an essential meaning which concerns us 
here and now. The hypocrite (. munafiq ) who divides people and 
spreads falsehood in matters concerning religion also exists 
within the soul of every man, as does the person who has gone 
astray, or he who follows the “Straight Path,” or he who is pun- 
ished by God or rewarded by Him. All the actors on the stage of 
sacred history as accounted in the Quran are also symbols of 
forces existing within the soul of man. The Quran is, therefore, 
a vast commentary on man’s terrestrial existence. It is a book 
whose reading reveals the significance of human life which 
begins with birth and ends with death, originates from God and 
returns to Him. 

Thirdly, the Quran contains a quality which is difficult to 
express in modern language. One might call it a divine magic, 
if one understands this phrase metaphysically and not literal- 
ly. The formulae of the Quran, because they come from God, 
have a power which is not identical with what we learn from 
them rationally by simply reading and reciting them. They are 
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rather like a talisman which protects and guides man. That is 
why even the physical presence of the Quran carries a great 
grace or barakah with it. When a Muslim is in difficulty he 
reads certain verses of the Quran which pacify and comfort 
him. And when he wants something or is in dire need again he 
turns to appropriate verses from the Quran. Or again when a 
Muslim greets another, whether it be in the Hindu Kush or the 
Atlas mountains, he uses the formula of salam drawn from the 
Quran. All these words, phrases and sentences possess a 
“Divine magic” which is connected with the presence of the 
Divine in the sacred language He has chosen to reveal His 
Word. In fact the power of the sacred formula or phrase exists 
also in other traditions having a sacred language, but not in 
religions where such a language is absent — at least not in the 
same way. Here the lack of such means of support is compen- 
sated for by the presence of icons, sacred iconographies and 
symbols which contain the “Divine magic” within them. 

On the level of practice, the most difficult aspect of 
Christianity for a Muslim to understand is the significance of 
the cross. Generally, a Muslim cannot understand why a 
Christian bows before the cross, carries it and in moments of 
distress makes the sign of the cross. From the other side 
Christians face the same difficulty vis-a-vis this. “magical” 
aspect of the Quran which Muslims carry with them and recite 
to gain support and protection. 

The Quran possesses precisely a barakah for believers 
which is impossible to explain or analyze logically. But because 
of this Divine Presence and barakah, it endures from genera- 
tion to generation. People read and memorize it by heart; they 
chant it and recite it from day to day and there have even been 
saints who have spent their whole life only in chanting the 
Quran. That is because the Divine Presence in the text provides 
food for the souls of men. It is in fact a sacred act to recite the 
Quran. Its reading is a ritual act which God wishes man to per- 
form over and over again throughout his earthly journey. 

To write the Quran in Islam is like drawing an icon in 
Christianity. The early Christian saints, especially those of the 
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Orthodox Church, painted icons after years of asceticism and 
spiritual practice and in fact it is always an icon of this kind, 
not the naturalistic representations of Christ and the Virgin 
Mary from the Renaissance and later periods, that is attributed 
with miraculous power to heal and to answer the calls of men. 
In Islam also the writing of the Quran is such a sacred act and 
many a devout believer and even saint has also been a callig- 
rapher who has performed a religious function in writing the 
text of the Sacred Book. 

Taken as a whole the Quran is like existence itself, like the 
Universe and the beings who move through it. It contains all 
the elements of universal existence and for this reason is in 
itself a universe in which a Muslim places his life from begin- 
ning to end. Being composed of words, the “composition” of the 
Quran leads naturally to the symbolism of the Pen and the 
Tablet that is so well known in Islam. Just as a written work is 
composed by writing with a pen on a tablet or paper, so did God 
“write” the eternal Quran by the Pen ( qalam ) which symbolizes 
the Universal Intellect upon the Guarded Tablet ( al-lawh al- 
mahfuz), the symbol of the substantial, material and passive 
pole of cosmic manifestation. 

According to many hadiths, God also “wrote” the inner real- 
ity of all things on the Guarded Tablet before the creation of 
the world, a symbolism which has played an important role in 
Islamic cosmology. The Pen symbolizes the Word, the Logos, 
the Intellect, and the Tablet Universal Substance, so that it can 
also be asserted from this point of view that “It is by the Word 
that all things are made.” In a metaphysical sense, then, the 
Quran contains the prototype of all creation. It is the pattern 
upon which things were made. That is why in Islam one distin- 
guishes between a Quran that is “written” and “composed” 

( tadwinl ), and a Quran which is “ontological” and pertains to 
cosmic existence ( takwlni ). This is not to say that there are two 
Qurans but that, metaphysically, the Quran has an aspect of 
knowledge connected with its text as a book and an aspect of 
being connected with its inner nature as the archetypical reali- 
ty of the Universe. 
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In a less metaphysical and more practical sense, the Quran 
corresponds to the world we live in from day to day. Man lives 
in a world of multiplicity and before he becomes spiritually 
transformed, he is profoundly attached to this multiplicity. The 
roots of his soul are deeply sunk into the soil of this world. That 
is why he loves this world and finds it so difficult to detach 
himself from it and attach himself to God. There are only a few 
contemplatives in each society. For the vast majority of men 
and women there is need of things, of multiplicity, because 
their souls are divided in a thousand and one ways and nour- 
ished by this multiplicity. It is multiplicity in which man lives 
and which he loves to such an extent that were he to be 
deprived of this world of multiplicity it would be like death for 
him. And in fact what is death spiritually but being removed 
from this multiplicity and brought back to Unity. 

The Quran, being like the world, is also a multiplicity in its 
chapters and verses, words and letters. It is made of a world of 
ideas and formulae. But there is a great difference between 
this world of the Quran and the world as such. And herein lies 
the particular genius of the Quran. It tries to catch the soul in 
its own game. It begins by playing the game of the soul, the 
game of presenting a facade of multiplicity and diversity to 
which the soul is accustomed. The soul in first encountering it 
discovers the same differentiation and multiplicity to which it 
is accustomed through its experience with the world. But with- 
in the Quran is contained a peace, harmony and unity which is 
the very opposite of the effect of the world as such on the souls 
of men. The external multiplicity of the world is such that in it 
man runs from one thing to another without ever finding peace 
and contentment. His soul runs from one object of desire to 
another thinking that he will find contentment just around the 
comer. Yet, it is a corner which he somehow never reaches. 

The Quran begins by also presenting to the soul the possi- 
bility of running from one “thing” to another, of running 
around corners, of living in multiplicity, but within lies a peace 
and contentment which leaves the very opposite effect on the 
soul. Some of the Muslim sages have compared the Quran to a 
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net with which God catches fish, that is, human souls. He plays 
the game of the fish, who like to swim about from one place to 
another and who cannot be still, but He places a net before 
them into which they run and in which they are caught through 
this very process of moving from one place to another. The 
Divine net is placed before them for their own benefit and well- 
being which they, however, may not realize at the time. The 
Quran does present itself as the world but a world in which 
there is not differentiation and dissipation but essentially inte- 
gration and unification. 

From another point of view, complementary to the above 
one, the Quran is the cosmos, the vast world of creation in 
which man lives and breathes. It is not accidental that the vers- 
es of the Quran, as well as phenomena in nature and events 
within the soul of man, are called signs or portents ( ayat ). 
According to the well-known Quranic verse: “We shall show 
them our signs on the horizons and within themselves until it 
will be manifest unto them that it is the Truth” (41:53). 

God displays His “signs,” the vestigia Dei, on the horizons, 
that is, the cosmos and more specifically the world of nature 
and within the souls of man until man comes to realize that “it 
is the Truth.” 

It is precisely these signs which are displayed in the Quran. 
This correspondence between the verses of the Quran and the 
phenomena of nature is essential in determining the Muslim 
conception of nature and charting the course of Islamic science. 
The Quran corresponds in a sense to nature, to God’s creation. 
That is why when a Muslim looks at a natural phenomenon he 
should be reminded of God and His Power and Wisdom. Man 
should be reminded of the “wonders of creation” and constant- 
ly see the “signs” of God upon the horizons. This attitude which 
is one of the essential traits of Islam is inextricably tied to the 
correspondence between the Quran and the Universe. 

Moreover, human experience is based on a world and a sub- 
ject that lives in this world and travels through it. Man’s exis- 
tence can be analyzed in terms of two realities, a world, a back- 
ground, an environment, and a being, a traveller, who journeys 
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through this background and lives in this environment. 
However one wishes to depict this reality — and nowhere is it 
better depicted visually than in Chinese landscape paintings, 
which show a vast world of nature through which a physically 
minute traveller is passing — this fundamental distinction 
between the traveller and the world through which he passes 
remains. It is the basis of every human experience, whether it 
be physical, psychological or religious. 

The Quran again reflects this reality. The chapters of the 
Book are like worlds and we who read them like the traveller 
journeying through them. Or from another point of view the 
chapters are like the worlds, or realms of existence, and the 
verses like the subject passing through them. In this aspect, as 
in so many other essential ones, the Quran corresponds to the 
very structure of reality; it corresponds in its external and 
inward aspects to all degrees of reality and knowledge, of being 
and intellection, whether it be practical or theoretical, con- 
cerned with social and active life or with metaphysical know- 
ledge and the contemplative life. 

In fact, besides containing the basis of the Divine Law, the 
Quran expounds also a metaphysics, a cosmology and an escha- 
tology whose expression and formulation is what it should be. 
Westerners have sometimes criticized the Quranic formulation 
in these matters, especially what pertains to the description of 
Paradise and Hell as being too “sensual.” They perhaps labor 
too much under the classical prejudice of considering only the 
mental aspect of man and cannot understand the profound 
symbolism of the description involved. The Quranic description 
of Paradise which includes not only houris but quite signifi- 
cantly elements of nature, especially birds, trees, flowers, and 
minerals, is all that it need be. Either one is among simple 
believers who in this life also live in the world of the senses and 
are not concerned with the joys of contemplation, in which case 
the description of Paradise and also Hell present to them, 
although in a summary fashion characteristic of all monotheis- 
tic religions, in definitive terms, the possibilities which lie 
before man, or he is a contemplative and prone to metaphysical 
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speculation, in which case the Quranic description presents the 
profoundest possible expression of the after life in the con- 
cretest of languages which is that of symbolism. 

In this case the sapiential traditional commentaries which 
have explained the symbolism involved and have also expand- 
ed the compressed formulation of the Quran to explain the 
intermediate states and the posthumous becoming of the soul 
provide enough intellectual substance for the greatest of the- 
ologians and metaphysicians. In this, as in other cases, the 
Quran is meant for both the simple peasant and the meta- 
physician and seer and of necessity contains levels of meaning 
for all types of believers. It is meaningless to criticize it 
because one cannot either accept its literal description or 
understand the profound symbolism involved. 

Some may object at this point that the reading of the Quran 
reveals none of what has been mentioned, and that it is simply 
an account of wars, commands and restraints, and the descrip- 
tion of reward and punishment in the after life. Many people in 
fact who read the Sacred Book receive no more from it than the 
literal message. This is because no sacred text opens itself to 
human scrutiny and reveals its secrets so easily. The Quran is 
like the Universe with many planes of existence and levels of 
meaning. One has to be prepared to be able to penetrate its lev- 
els of meaning. It is, moreover, particularly in the inspired 
commentaries, based on the clarification afforded by the 
Hadlth and written by those who have lived in the tradition and 
are qualified in the true sense to write commentaries, that man 
comes to understand explicitly and in more extended form what 
is contained often implicitly and in a contracted form in the 
Quran. 

The same holds true in fact in other traditions. The Torah, 
for example does not explicitly contain Talmudic Law which is 
based on the sacred commentaries written upon the Torah. In 
Hinduism also most of the traditional sciences are based on the 
commentaries of the later sages upon the Vedas. Likewise, the 
inner meaning of the Quran can be understood, but for certain 
exceptional cases, only through the inspired commentaries each 
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of which seeks to elucidate and elaborate certain aspects of the 
Book. These commentaries, however, have nothing to do with 
the so-called higher criticism which during the twentieth cen- 
tury became an almost diabolical distortion of Sacred 
Scripture, making it a kind of second rate handbook of archae- 
ology which one tries to understand through sheer historical 
methods rather than trying to penetrate inwardly into the 
meaning of the symbolism involved. 

The Quranic commentary under discussion here is not at all 
an attempt to reduce the text to history. It is hermeneutic exe- 
gesis in the real sense of the term as it existed in early and 
medieval Christianity, in Judaism and in fact in every orthodox 
tradition possessing a sacred scripture. This type of commen- 
tary which is a penetration into the inner meaning of a sacred 
text is written by a traditional authority who has himself pen- 
etrated into the inner dimensions of his own being. Man sees in 
the sacred scriptures what he is himself, and the type of know- 
ledge he can derive from the text depends precisely on who he 
is. 

It is apt to quote here a passage concerning the inner mean- 
ing of the Quran by Mawlana Jalal al-Din RumI, whose 
Mathnawi is itself a commentary in Persian verse upon the 
Quran. He writes in his Fihi ma fihi or Discourses i (Arberry 
translation, London, 1961, pp. 236-237): 

The Koran is as a bride who does not disclose her face to you, for 
all that you draw aside the veil. That you should examine it, and yet 
not attain happiness and unveiling, is due to the fact that the act of 
drawing aside the veil has itself repulsed and tricked you, so that the 
bride has shown herself to you as ugly, as if to say, “I am not that 
beauty.” The Koran is able to show itself in whatever form it pleases. 
But if you do not draw aside the veil and seek only its good pleasure, 
watering its sown field and attending on it from afar, toiling upon that 
which pleases it best, it will show its face to you without your draw- 
ing aside the veil. 



It is essential to realize that we cannot reach the inner 
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meaning of the Quran until we ourselves have penetrated into 
the deeper dimensions of our being and also by the grace of 
Heaven. If we approach the Quran superficially and are our- 
selves superficial beings floating on the surface of our exis- 
tence and unaware of our profound roots, then the Quran 
appears to us also as having only a surface meaning. It hides 
its mysteries from us and we are not able to penetrate it. It is 
by spiritual travail that man is able to penetrate into the inner 
meaning of the sacred text, by that process which is called 
tcfwll or symbolic and hermeneutic interpretation, just as 
tafslr is the explanation of the external aspect of the Book. 

The Arabic term ta J wil contains etymologically the meaning 
of the process involved. It means literally to take something 
back to its beginning or origin. To penetrate into the inner mys- 
teries of the Quran is precisely to reach back to its Origin 
because the Origin is the most inward, and the revelation or 
manifestation of the sacred text is at once a descent and an 
exteriorization of it. Everything actually comes from within to 
the outside, from the interior to the exterior, and we who live 
“in the exterior” must return to the interior if we are to reach 
the Origin. Everything has an interior ( batin ) and an exterior 
0 zahir ), and ta°wll is precisely to go from the zahir to the batin, 
from the external form to the inner meaning. The word phe- 
nomenon itself brings up the question “of what,” which implies 
the existence of a noumenon. Even Kant conceded the necessi- 
ty of noumena but because he limited the intellect to reason, he 
denied the possibility of our coming to know them. But when 
intellectual intuition is present and under the guidance of rev- 
elation one can penetrate the appearance; to that reality of 
which the appearance is an appearance, one can journey from 
the exterior to the interior by this process of ta°wll, which in 
the case of the Quran means coming to understand its inner 
message. 

The idea of penetrating into the inner meaning of things is 
to be seen everywhere in Islam, in religion, philosophy, science 
and art. But it is particularly in the case of the Quran that 
ta 'wil is applied, especially by the Sufis and the Shi c ah. To 
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demonstrate the traditional basis of this important doctrine, we 
quote two traditions, one from a Sunni and the other from a 
Shi c ite source. There is a famous tradition of the sixth Shi c ite 
Imam Ja c far al-Sadiq as follows: “The Book of God contains 
four things: the announced expression ( c ibarah ) the allusion 
;( isharah ), the hidden meaning related to the suprasensible 
worlds ( lata°if ), and the spiritual truths (haqd 'iq). The literary 
expression is for the common people ( awamm ); the allusion is 
for the elite ( khawass ); the hidden meaning is for the friends of 
God (or saints) ( awliya D ); and the spiritual truths are for the 
prophets (anbiya J ). 

There is also a tradition from the Prophet transmitted by 
Ibn c Abbas, one of the most respected transmitters of Hadlth in 
Sunni sources, as follows: One day while standing on Mt. 
fArafat, Ibn c Abbas made an allusion to the verse, “Allah it is 
who hath created seven heavens, and of the earth the like 
.thereof” (65:12), and turned to the people saying, “O men! if I 
were to comment before you upon this verse as I heard it corn- 
lamented upon by the Prophet himself you would stone me.” 
What does this statement mean but that there is an inner 
meaning to the Quran not meant for anyone except those who 
are qualified to hear and understand it. 

The story of Moses and Khidr itself, elaborated^ in many 
later traditional sources, such as the Mathnawl, refers to the 
presence of an inner meaning in the Quran. Khidr, who is 
equivalent to Elias in the Judaeo-Christian tradition, symbol- 
izes esoterism in Islam and Moses, the exoteric Law. Khidr 
accepts to take Moses on a journey with him, provided he does 
not question what he does. Yet, his actions which appear on the 
surface to be meaningless and harmful and which include bor- 
ing a hole in a ship and building up a wall are finally opposed 
outright by Moses. Hearing his opposition Khidr decides to dis- 
continue the journey with Moses but explains before departing 
how each act performed was for a hidden purpose of which 
Moses was ignorant. Seeing the surface of events he judged 
them to be wrong but once their inner nature was revealed 
their validity became clear. Esoterism cannot be judged by exo- 
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teric standards; it has its own logic which no external approach 
can ever hope to master. 

This is exactly the case of the Quran itself. It possesses an 
inner dimension which no amount of literal and philological 
analysis can reveal. And it is precisely this aspect of the Quran 
that is least known to the outside world. In the Islamic world 
itself, however, a long tradition of hermeneutic commentary 
upon the Quran exists, among the Sufis and in Shi c ism. Sufi 
commentaries upon the Sacred Book which are best known 
include that of Ruzbihan Baqll Shirazi, Shams al-Din Mibudi, 
and the celebrated Ta°wil al-qur°an attributed to Ibn c Arabi 
but actually by his Persian commentator, c Abd al-Razzaq 
Kashani. The Mathnawl of Rumi is also in every sense a com- 
mentary upon the Quran in Persian poetry. As for well-known 
Shi c ite commentaries which possess a theosophic and esoteric 
nature, they include: the commentaries of Sadr al-Din Shirazi 
and Sayyid Ahmad c Alawi on different chapters of the Quran, 
the Mir 3 dt al-anwar of Abud-Hasan IsfahanI which summa- 
rizes the whole Shi c ite approach to Quranic commentary and 
the monumental al-Mizdn by the contemporary master Sayyid 
Muhammad Husayn Tabataba 3 !. 

Besides these works in which the inner sapientia of the 
Sacred Book is revealed and made the basis and fountain of all 
knowledge, there are a number of Quranic commentaries writ- 
ten by theologians and philologists such as Fakhr al-Din al- 
Razi and Zamakhshari and also by many of the Muslim 
philosophers which have hitherto been little studied. The sig- 
nificance of this latter category of works lies in that precisely 
here the conjunction between faith and reason, the harmony 
between religion and philosophy, was sought. Quranic com- 
mentary was the meeting ground for the knowledge derived 
from science and from the tenets of revelation. With the 
numerous works written on Ibn Sina in European languages as 
yet no thorough study has been made of his many commen- 
taries upon various verses of the Quran where more than any- 
where else he sought to harmonize faith and reason. 

The whole process of penetrating the inner meaning of the 
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Quran, of discovering that wisdom which alone is the common 
ground between religion and science, is based on this process of 
ta D wil, which does not mean seeking after a metaphorical 
meaning or reading into the text. Ta°wll for Sufism, or Shi c ism, 
does not possess the same meaning as it does in Mu c tazilite the- 
ology and in jurisprudence. It has nothing to do with the debate 
between the Ash c arites and Mu c tazilites over the literal mean- 
ing of the Quran versus rational interpretation of it. Ta°wll in 
the sense used by the Sufis and Shi c ite sages is the penetration 
into the symbolic — and not allegorical — meaning of the text 
which is not a human interpretation but reaches a divinely pre- 
disposed sense placed within the Sacred Text through which 
man himself becomes transformed. The symbol has an ontolog- 
ical reality that lies above any mental constructions. Man can- 
not create symbols. Rather, he is transformed by them. And it 
is as such that the Quran with the worlds of meaning that lie 
hidden in its every phrase transforms and remakes the soul of 
man. 

In fact, as pointed out already, not only do the teachings of 
the Quran direct the life of a Muslim, but what is more the soul 
of a Muslim is like a mosaic made up of formulae of the Quran 
in which he breathes and lives. Some of these formulae are so 
common and yet profound that their meaning must be^analyzed 
in depth in order to understand the most elemental attitude of 
the Muslim towards life as determined by the Quran. The most 
fundamental formula of the Quran is the first Shahadah, that 
is, witness or testimony, La ilaha illa°Lldh, which is the foun- 
tain head of all Islamic doctrine, the alpha and omega of the 
Islamic message. In it is contained all of metaphysics. He who 
knows it knows everything in principle. It is both the doctrine 
and the method, the doctrine because it negates all relativity 
and multiplicity from the Absolute and returns all positive 
qualities back to God; the method because it is the means 
whereby the soul can combat against the enemies within. The 
very la at the beginning is a sword — and in Arabic calligraphy 
the letter lam in fact resembles a sword — by which the soul is 
able to kill all the evil tendencies within itself which prevent it 
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from becoming unified and which lead it towards polytheism, 
or shirk, by making it see the relative as Absolute. A Muslim 
repeats the Shahadah, not only because it reaffirms over and 
over again Divine Unity but also because, through its repeti- 
tion, this Unity comes to leave its permanent imprint upon the 
human soul and integrates it into its Center. It is a sword with 
which the “deities” that keep springing up in the soul are 
destroyed and all multiplicity and otherness is negated. 

After the Shahadah the most cardinal and often used for- 
mula is Bismillah al-Rahman al-Rahim, which is usually 
translated as in the Name of God, the Most Merciful and 
Compassionate but which could also be rendered as in the 
Name of God, the Infinitely Good, and the ever Merciful. The 
formula begins with the name Allah followed by the two Divine 
names, al-Rahman and al-Rahim, both of which are derived 
from the same root rahama. Yet, these two names denote two 
different aspects of the Divine Mercy. Al-Rahman is the tran- 
scendent aspect of Divine Mercy. It is a Mercy which like the 
sky envelopes and contains all things. Were God to be without 
this all-encompassing Mercy He would have never created the 
world. And it is through His Mercy, through the “Breath of the 
Compassionate” ( nafas al-Rahman ), that He brought the world 
into being. That is why creation is good as also asserted in the 
Bible. The world of creation itself is not evil as was held by cer- 
tain schools such as the Manichaeans. As for al-Rahim it is the 
immanent Mercy of God. It is like a ray of light which shines in 
our heart and touches individual lives and particular events. 
The two qualities combined express the totality of Divine Mercy 
which envelopes us from without and shines forth from within 
our being. 

The basmalah opens every chapter of the Quran except one 
which is really the continuation of the previous chapter. It also 
opens the Surat al-fatihah, the opening chapter of the Quran, 
which is recited over and over again in the daily canonical 
prayers, and which contains the essence of the Quranic mes- 
sage. This chapter expresses the primordial relation between 
God and man. It consists of seven verses, three concerning God, 
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three man, and one the relation between the two. In reciting its 
. verses man stands in his primordial state before God, and 
I prays in the name of all creatures and for all creatures. That is 
f| why its verbs are all in the first person plural and not the sin- 
I gular. It is the prayer of man as the conscious center of all cre- 
j ation before the Creator and as such it contains symbolically 
the total message of the Quran. 

The hasmalah begins the Surat al-fatihah and therefore the 
whole of the Quran. It thus comes at the beginning of the 
prophetic message which is itself revealed because of God’s 
Mercy towards men. It is in reference to the inner meaning of 
this formula that c Ali, the representative par excellence of eso- 
terism in Islam, said that “all the Quran is contained in the 
Surat al-fatihah, all of this surah is contained in the basmalah, 
all of the basmalah in the letter ba 3 with which it begins, all of 
the letter ba 0 in the diacritical point under it and I am that dia- 
i critical point.” 

The beautiful symbolism indicated in this saying refers to 
c AlI’s “supreme identity” as the perfect saint who is inwardly in 
“union” with God. This point with which the basmalah begins is 
according to another hadith the first drop from the Divine Pen. 
It thus marks the beginning of things as it is also the beginning 
of the Quran. Like the point which generates all geometric 
space, this point is the symbol of the Origin of all creation, as 
the basmalah itself marks the beginning of things. Its recita- 
tion at the beginning of an act relates that act to God and sanc- 
tifies it. Even if every Muslim be not aware of all the meta- 
physical implications of the formula, yet its sanctifying power 
is known and felt by all and for that reason every act which is 
necessary and legitimate in life should begin with the bas- 
malah, such as eating a meal or beginning a journey. In fact 
that act is illicit at whose commencement a devout Muslim can- 
not pronounce the formula. Otherwise all that is acceptable 
before the eyes of God can be sanctified by it. Through the bas- 
malah the Divine joy and bliss enters into human life to bless 
and sanctify it. 

Closely connected with the basmalah in meaning is the sec- 
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ond Shahadah, Muhammadan rasul Allah, Muhammad (Hg) is 
the Messenger of God, which again expresses the Divine Mercy 
for the world, for the Prophet is mercy for this world and the 
next ( rahmat Allah li°l- c alamin). He is the mercy of God for all 
worlds and through his aid man is able to lead a life of happi- 
ness here below and of felicity in the world to come. The second 
Shahadah is the complement of the first. The first negates all 
otherness from God, the second asserts that all that is positive 
in creation, of which Muhammad (Jfca) is the symbol, comes 
from God. 

The al-hamdu li°-Lldh, praise be to God, which is so com- 
monly used in everyday speech throughout the Muslim world, 
is the complement of the basmalah. It ends an act as the bas- 
malah begins it. The al-hamd integrates the positive content of 
every act into its Divine Origin and makes man conscious of the 
fact that whatever he has done that is good comes from God 
and returns to Him. This formula again cannot be iterated • 
except after an act that is pleasing to God and that leaves a pos- 
itive imprint upon the soul and again it is the criterion of the 
spiritual value of an act. 

The formula Allahu akbar, which is repeated during the 
call to prayer and also punctuates the different phases of the 
daily canonical prayers, is similar to the first Shahadah and is i 
in a sense a commentary upon it. It means not only that “God 
is great”; but being in the comparative and at the same t im e 
superlative form, which are not normally distinguished in 
Arabic, it implies that He is greater and also greatest. It means 
fundamentally that whatever one says of God He transcends it 
and is greater than it. It is thus a way of asserting the Infinite 
Nature of God that transcends all limited descriptions and for- 
mulations of Him. In daily life the formula Allahu akbar 
demonstrates also the insignificance of the human before the 
Divine, the weakness of the mightiest human power before the 
Divine Omnipotence and the awe which comes into being in the 
heart of a Muslim at the sight of wonders of creation and of 
human life that reveal this Omnipotence. : 

Finally, among the most common formulae used are the two 1 
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insha° Allah and masha ° Allah, “if God Wills” and “what God 
has willed,” which are heard so often in daily Islamic speech. 
The first refers to the future and expresses man’s confidence in 
God’s Will and the realization that nothing can be achieved 
without His Will. This formula and the attitude that accompa- 
nies it, of course, apply to that aspect of reality which is con- 
nected with our free will, not that which follows from necessi- 
ty. One does not say insha 0 Allah, three follows two or Monday 
comes after Sunday. One repeats this phrase about events in 
the future which despite all human effort cannot be realized 
with certainty except with Divine succor and consent. No mat- 
ter how much we plan, we do not know whether tomorrow we 
shall be here or elsewhere, or whether we shall be in the same 
state as now, and so we plan and act but fully conscious of the 
dependence of this action on the Divine Will, that Will which 
infinitely transcends ours. As for the masha 0 Allah, it comes at 
the end of an act and again reminds us that, ultimately, what- 
ever occurs comes from God, and that whatever is realized is 
not by human effort alone but through His Will. 

There are of course other formulae, drawn mostly from the 
Quran and occasionally from the Hadith, which is in reality a 
commentary upon the Sacred Text, from which the texture of 
the life of a Muslim is woven. These phrases are means by 
which God is remembered in daily life, in regular conversation 
and speech. Through these Quranic phrases the life of man, 
which is scattered in multiplicity, becomes integrated by a 
thread of “remembrance” which runs through it. The very exis- 
tence of these formulae in every day life is a reminder of the 
continual presence of the Quran and its message in Muslim 
life. 

In summary, then, it can be said that the Quran is both a 
source of law to guide the practical life of man and of know- 
ledge which inspires his intellectual endeavors. It is a universe 
into whose contours both the natural and social environment of 
man are cast, a universe which determines the life of the soul 
of man, its becoming, fruition, death and final destiny beyond 
this world. As such it is the central theophany of Islam, but one 
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which would never have come to men and never been under- 
stood save for him who was chosen as its messenger and com- 
mentator to men. Once it was asked of the Prophet how he 
could be remembered and the nature of his soul known to the 
generations after him. He answered, “By reading the Quran.” 
And it is in studying the life, teachings and significance of the 
Prophet that the full meaning of the message of Islam as con- 
tained in the Quran can be understood. 



3 



_ The Prophet 

I and Prophetic Tradition — 
the Last Prophet 
I and Universal Man 

I, 

T he Prophet as the founder of Islam and the messenger of 
God’s revelation to mankind is the interpreter par excel- 
lence of the Book of God; and his Hadlth and Sunnah, his 
f sayings and actions, are, after the Quran, the most important 
| sources of the Islamic tradition. In order to understand the sig- 
nificance of the Prophet it is not sufficient to study, from the 
outside, historical texts pertaining to his life. One must view 
him also from within the Islamic point of view and try to dis- 
| cover the position he occupies in the religious consciousness of 
| Muslims. When in any Islamic language one says the Prophet, 
| it means Muhammad (Jj&) whose name as such is never iterat- 
ed except that as a courtesy it be followed by the formula “ sail 3 
, Allahu c alayhl wa sallim” that is, “may God’s blessing and 
salutation be upon him.” 

It is even legitimate to say that, in general, when one says 
) the Prophet it means the prophet of Islam, for although in 
every religion the founder, who is an aspect of the Universal 
| Intellect, becomes the Aspect, the Word, the Incarnation, never- 
theless, each founder emphasizes a certain aspect of the Truth 
| and even typifies that aspect universally. Although there is 
j: belief in incarnation in many religions, when one says the 
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Incarnation (in the Abrahamic context) it refers to Christ who 
personifies this aspect. And although every prophet and saint 
has experienced “enlightenment,” the Enlightenment refers to 
the experience of the Buddha which is the most outstanding 
and universal embodiment of this experience. In the same man- 
ner the prophet of Islam is the prototype and perfect embodi- 
ment of prophecy and so in a profound sense is the Prophet. In 
fact in Islam every form of revelation is envisaged as a prophe- 
cy whose complete and total realization is to be seen in 
Muhammad (fg). As the Sufi poet Mahmud Shabistari writes in 
his incomparable Gulshan-i raz (“The Secret Rose Garden”): 

The first appearance of prophethood was in Adam, 

And its perfection was in the “Seal of the Prophets.” 

(Whinfield translation) 

It is difficult for a non-Muslim to understand the spiritual 
significance of the Prophet and his role as the prototype of the 
religious and spiritual life, especially if one comes from a 
Christian background. Compared to Christ, or to the Buddha 
for that matter, the earthly career of the Prophet seems often 
too human and too engrossed in the vicissitudes of social, eco- 
nomic and political activity to serve as a model for the spiritu- 
al life. That is why so many people who write today of the great 
spiritual guides of humanity are not able to understand and 
interpret him sympathetically. It is in a sense easier for a non- 
Muslim to see the spiritual radiance of Christ or even medieval 
saints, Christian or Muslim, than that of the Prophet, although 
the Prophet is the supreme saint in Islam without whom there 
would have been no sanctity in Islam whatsoever. 

The reason for this difficulty is that the spiritual nature of 
the Prophet is veiled in his human one and his purely spiritual 
function is hidden in his duties as the guide of men and the 
leader of a community. It was the function of the Prophet to be 
not only a spiritual guide but also the organizer of a new social 
order with all that such a function implies. And it is precisely 
this aspect of his being that veils his purely spiritual dimension 
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from foreign eyes. Outsiders have understood his political 
genius, his power of oratory, his great statesmanship, but few 
have understood how he could be the religious and spiritual 
guide of men and how his life could be emulated by those who 
aspire to sanctity. This is particularly true in the modern world 
in which religion is separated from other domains of life and 
where most modern men can hardly imagine how a spiritual 
being could also be immersed in the most intense political and 
social activity. 

Actually, if the contour of the personality of the Prophet is 
to be understood, he should not be compared to Christ or the 
Buddha whose messages were meant primarily for saintly men 
and who founded communities based on monastic life which 
later became the norm of entire societies. Rather, because of his 
dual function as “king” and “prophet,” as the guide of men in 
this world and the hereafter, the Prophet should be compared 
to the prophet-kings of the Old Testament, to David and 
Solomon, and especially to Abraham himself. Or to cite once 
again an example outside the Abrahamic Tradition, the spiri- 
tual type of the Prophet should be compared in Hinduism to 
Rama and Krishna, who, although in a completely different 
traditional climate, were avatars and at the same time kings 
and householders who participated in social life with all that 
such activity implies as recorded in the Mahabharata and the 
Ramayana. 

This type of figure who is at once a spiritual being and “a 
leader of men” has always been, relatively speaking, rare in the 
Christian West, especially in modern times. Political life has 
become so divorced from spiritual principles that to many peo- 
ple such a function itself appears as an impossibility in proof 
of which Westerners often point to the purely spiritual life of 
Christ who said, “My Kingdom is not of this world.” And even 
historically the Occident has not witnessed many figures of this 
type unless one considers the Templars and in another context 
such devout kings as Charlemagne and St. Louis. The figure of 
the Prophet is thus difficult for many Occidentals to under- 
stand and this misconception to which often bad intention has 
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been added is responsible for the nearly total ignorance of his 
spiritual nature in most works written about him in Western 
languages, of which the number is legion. One could in fact say 
that of the major elements of Islam the real significance of the 
Prophet is the least understood by non-Muslims and especially 
by Occidentals. 

The Prophet did participate in social life in its fullest sense. 
He married, had a household, was a father and moreover he 
was ruler and judge and had also to fight many wars in which 
he underwent painful ordeals. He had to undergo many hard- 
ships and experience all the difficulties which human life, 
especially that of the founder of a new state and society, 
implies. But within all these activities his heart rested in con- 
tentment with the Divine, and he continued inwardly to repose 
in the Divine Peace. In fact his participation in social and polit- 
ical life was precisely to integrate this domain into a spiritual 
center. The Prophet entertained no political or worldly ambi- 
tion whatsoever. He was by nature a contemplative. Before 
being chosen as prophet he did not like to frequent social gath- 
erings and activities. He led a caravan from Mecca to Syria 
passing through the majestic silence of the desert whose very 
“infinity” induces man towards contemplation. He often spent 
long periods in the cave of Hira° in solitude and meditation. He 
did not believe himself to be by nature a man of the world or 
one who was naturally inclined to seek political power among 
the Quraysh or social eminence in Meccan society, although he 
came from the noblest family. It was in fact very painful and 
difficult for him to accept the burden of prophecy which 
implied the founding of not only a new religion but also a new 
social and political order. All the traditional sources, which 
alone matter in this case, testify to the great hardship the 
Prophet underwent by being chosen to participate in the active 
life in its most acute form. Modern studies on the life of the 
Prophet which depict him as a man who enjoyed fighting wars 
are totally untrue and in fact a reversal of the real personality 
of the Prophet. Immediately after the reception of the first rev- 
elation the Prophet confessed to his wife, Khadijah, how diffi- 
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cult it was for him to accept the burden of prophecy and how 
fearful he was of all that such a mission implied. 

Likewise, with the marriages of the Prophet, they are not at 
all signs of his lenience vis-a-vis the flesh. During the period of 
youth, when the passions are strongest, the Prophet lived with 
only one wife who was much older than he and also underwent 
long periods of sexual abstinence. And as a prophet many of his 
marriages were political ones which, in the prevalent social 
structure of Arabia, guaranteed the consolidation of the newly 
founded Muslim community. Multiple marriages, for him, as is 
true of Islam in general, was not so much enjoyment as respon- 
sibility and a means of integration of the newly founded soci- 
ety. Besides, in Islam the whole problem of sexuality appears 
in a different light from that in Christianity. Sexuality is 
sacred in Islam and it should not be judged by Christian stan- 
dards. The multiple marriages of the Prophet, far from point- 
ing to his weakness towards “the flesh,” symbolize his patriar- 
chal nature and his function, not as a saint who withdraws 
from the world, but as one who sanctifies the very life of the 
world by living in it and accepting it with the aim of integrat- 
ing it into a higher order of reality. 

The Prophet has also often been criticized by modern 
Western authors for being cruel and for having treated men 
harshly. Such a charge is again absurd because critics of this 
kind have forgotten that either a religion leaves the world 
aside, as Christ did, or integrates the world, in which case it 
must deal with such questions as war, retribution, justice, etc. 
When Charlemagne or some other Christian king thrust a 
sword into the breast of a heathen soldier, he was, from the 
individual point of view, being cruel to that soldier. But on the 
universal plane this was a necessity for the preservation of a 
Christian civilization which had to defend its borders or perish. 
The same holds true for a Buddhist king or ruler, or for that 
matter any religious authority which seeks to integrate human 
society. 

The Prophet exercised the utmost kindness possible and 
Was harsh only with traitors. Now, a traitor against a newly 
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founded religious community, which God has willed and whose 
existence is a mercy from Heaven for mankind, is a traitor 
against the Truth itself. The harshness of the Prophet in such 
cases is an expression of Divine justice. One cannot accuse God 
of being cruel because men die, or because there is illness and 
ugliness in the world. Every construction implies a previous 
destruction, a clearing of grounds for the appearance of a new 
form. This holds true not only in case of a physical structure, 
but also in case of a new revelation which must clear the 
ground if it is to be a new social and political order as well as a 
purely religious one. What appears to some as the cruelty of the 
Prophet towards men is precisely this aspect of his function as 
the instrument of God for the establishment of a new world 
order whose homeland in Arabia was to be purified from any 
paganism and polytheism which, if present, would pollute the 
very source of this new fountain of life. As to what concerned 
his own person, the Prophet was always the epitome of kind- 
ness and generosity. 

Nowhere is the nobility and generosity of the Prophet bet- 
ter exemplified than in his triumphant entry into Mecca, which 
in a sense highlights his earthly career. There, at a moment 
when the very people who had caused untold hardships and tri- 
als for the Prophet were completely subdued by him, instead of 
thinking of vengeance, which was certainly his due, he forgave 
them. One must study closely the almost unimaginable obsta- 
cles placed before the Prophet by these same people, of the 
immense suffering he had undergone because of them, to real- 
ize what degree of generosity this act of the Prophet implies. It 
is not actually necessary to give an apologetic account of the 
life of the Prophet, but these matters need to be answered 
because the false and often malicious accusations of cruelty 
made against the founder of Islam in so many modern studies 
make the understanding of him by those who rely upon such 
studies well nigh impossible. 

Also the Prophet was not certainly without love and com- 
passion to say the least. Many incidents in his life and sayings 
recorded in Hadlth literature point to his depth of love for God 
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which, in conformity with the general perspective of Islam, was 
never divorced from knowledge of Him and perfect surrender to 
His Will. For example, in a well known hadlth, he said, “0 
Lord, grant to me the love of Thee. Grant that I love those who 
love Thee. Grant that I may do the deed that wins Thy love. 
Make Thy love dear to me more than self, family and wealth.” 
Such sayings clearly demonstrate the fact that although the 
Prophet was in a sense a king or ruler of a community and a 
judge and had to deal according to justice in both capacities, he 
was at the same time one whose being was anchored in the love 
for God. Otherwise, he could not have been a prophet. 

From the Muslim point of view, the Prophet is the symbol 
of perfection of both the human person and leader of human 
society. He is the prototype of the human individual and the 
summa of the human collectivity. As such he bears certain 
characteristics in the eye of traditional Muslims which can only 
be discovered by studying the traditional accounts of him. The 
many Western works on the Prophet, with very few exceptions, 
are useless from this point of view, no matter how much his- 
torical data they provide for the reader. The same holds true in 
fact for the new type of biographies of the Prophet written by 
modernized Muslims who would like at all cost to make the 
Prophet an ordinary man and neglect systematically any aspect 
of his being that does not conform to a humanistic arid ratio- 
nalistic framework they have adopted a priori, mostly as a 
result of either influence from or reaction to the modern 
Western point of view. The profound characteristics of the 
Prophet which have guided the Islamic community over the 
centuries and have left an indelible mark on the consciousness 
of the Muslim cannot be discerned save through the tradition- 
al sources and the Hadith, and, of course, the Quran itself 
which bears the perfume of the soul of the person through 
whom it was revealed. 

The universal characteristics of the Prophet are not the 
same as his daily actions and day to day life, which can be read 
about in standard biographies of the Prophet, and with which 
We cannot deal here. They are, rather, characteristics which 
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issue forth from his personality as a particular spiritual proto- 
type. Seen in this light, there are essentially three qualities 
that characterize the Prophet. First of all, the Prophet pos- 
sessed the quality of piety in its most universal sense, that 
quality which attaches man to God. The Prophet was in that 
sense pious. He had the most profound piety which inwardly 
attached him to God, that made him place the interest of God 
before everything else including himself. Secondly, he had a 
quality of combativeness, of always being actively engaged in 
combat against all that negated the Truth and disrupted har- 
mony. Externally it meant fighting wars, either military, polit- 
ical or social ones, the war which the Prophet named the 
“smaller holy struggle” ( al-jihad, al-asghar). Inwardly this com- 
bativeness meant a continuous war against the carnal soul 
0 nafs ), against all that in man tends towards the negation of 
God and His Will, the great inner struggle which he called 
“greater holy struggle” ( al-jihad al-akbar ). 

It is difficult for modern men to understand the positive 
symbolism of war thanks to modern technology which has 
made war total and its instruments the very embodiment of 
what is ugly and evil. Men therefore think that the role of reli- 
gion is only in preserving some kind of precarious peace. This, 
of course, is true, but not in the superficial sense that is usual- 
ly meant. If religion is to be an integral part of life, it must try 
to establish peace in the most profound sense, namely to estab- 
lish equilibrium between all the existing forces that surround 
man and to overcome all the forces that tend to destroy this 
equilibrium. No religion has sought to establish peace in this 
sense more than Islam. It is precisely in such a context that war 
can have a positive meaning as the activity to establish harmo- 
ny both inwardly and outwardly and it is in this sense that 
Islam has stressed the positive aspect of combativeness. 

The Prophet embodies to an eminent degree this perfection 
of combative virtue. If one thinks of the Buddha as sitting in a 
state of contemplation under the Bo-tree, the Prophet can be 
imagined as a rider sitting on a steed with the sword of justice 
and discrimination drawn in his hand and galloping at full 
speed, yet ready to come to an immediate halt before the moun- 
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tain of Truth. The Prophet was faced from the beginning of his 
prophetic mission with the task of wielding the sword of Truth, 
of establishing equilibrium and in this arduous task he had no 
rest. His rest and repose was in the heart of the holy struggle 
{jihad) itself and he represents this aspect of spirituality in 
which peace comes not in passivity but in true activity. Peace 
belongs to one who is inwardly at peace with the Will of Heaven 
and outwardly at war with the forces of disruption and dise- 
quilibrium. 

Finally, the Prophet possessed the quality of magnanimity 
in its fullness. His soul displayed a grandeur which every 
devout Muslim feels. He is for the Muslim nobility and magna- 
nimity personified. This aspect of the Prophet is fully displayed 
in his treatment of his companions which, in fact, has been the 
model for later ages and which all generations of Muslims have 
sought to emulate. 

To put it another way, which focuses more sharply the per- 
sonality of the Prophet, the qualities can be enumerated as 
strength, nobility and serenity or inner calm. Strength is out- 
wardly manifested in the smaller holy struggle and inwardly in 
the greater holy struggle according to the saying of the Prophet 
who, returning from one of the early wars, said, “We have 
returned from the smaller jihad to the greater jihad.” It is this 
greater jihad which is of particular spiritual significance as the 
struggle against all those tendencies which pull the soul of 
man away from the Center and Origin and bar him from the 
grace of Heaven. 

The nobility or generosity of the Prophet shows itself most 
of all in charity towards all men and more generally towards 
all beings. Of course this virtue is not central as in Christianity 
which can be called the religion of charity. But it is important 
on the human level and as it concerns the person of the 
Prophet. It points to the fact that there was no narrowness or 
pettiness in the soul of the Prophet, no limitation in giving of 
himself to others. A spiritual man is one who always gives to 
those around him and does not receive, according to the saying, 
“It is more blessed to give than to receive.” It was characteris- 
tic of the Prophet to have always given till the last moment of 
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his life. He never asked anything for himself and never sought 
to receive. 

The aspect of serenity, which also characterizes all true 
expressions of Islam, is essentially the love of truth. It is to put 
the Truth before everything else. It is to be impartial, to be log- 
ical on the level of discourse, not to let one’s subjective emo- 
tions color and prejudice one’s objective intellectual judgment, 
It is not to be a rationalist, but to see the truth of things and to 
love the Truth above all else. To love the Truth is to love God 
who is the Truth, one of His Names being the Truth ( al-Haqq ). 

If one were to compare these qualities of the Prophet, name- 
ly, strength, nobility and serenity, with those of the founders of 
the other great religions, one would see that they are not nec- 
essarily the same because firstly, the Prophet was not himself 
the Divine Incarnation and secondly, because each religion 
emphasizes a certain aspect of the Truth. One cannot follow 
and emulate Christ in the same manner as the Prophet because 
in Christianity Christ is the God-man, the Divine Incarnation. 
One can be absorbed into his nature but he cannot be copied as 
the perfection of the human state. One can neither walk on 
water nor raise the dead to life. Still, when one thinks of 
Christianity and Christ another set of characteristics come to 
mind, such as divinity, incarnation, and on another level love, 
charity and sacrifice. Or when one thinks of the Buddha and 
Buddhism it is most of all the ideas of pity for the whole of cre- 
ation, enlightenment and illumination and extinction in 
Nirvana that stand out. 

In Islam, when one thinks of the Prophet who is to be emu- 
lated, it is the image of a strong personality that comes to mind, 
who is severe with himself and with the false and the unjust, 
and charitable towards the world that surrounds him. On the 
basis of these two virtues of strength and sobriety on the one 
hand and charity and generosity on the other, he is serene, 
extinguished in the Truth. He is that warrior on horseback who 
halts before the mountain of Truth, passive towards the Divine 
Will, active towards the world, hard and sober towards himself 
and kind and generous towards the creatures about him. 

These qualities characteristic of the Prophet are contained 



3 The Prophet and Prophetic Tradition 67 



virtually in the very sound of the second Shahadah, 
Muhammadun rasul Allah, that is, Muhammad is the Prophet 
of God, in its Arabic pronunciation, not in its translation into 
another language. Here again, the symbolism is inextricably 
connected to the sounds and forms of the sacred language and 
cannot be translated. The very sound of the name Muhammad 
implies force, a sudden breaking forth of a power which is from 
God and is not just human. The word rasul with its elongated 
second syllable symbolizes this “expansion of the chest” 
(inshirah al-sadr) and a generosity that flows from the being of 
the Prophet and which ultimately comes from God. As for Allah 
it is, of course, the Truth itself which terminates the formula. 
The second Shahadah thus implies by its sound the power, gen- 
erosity and serenity of reposing in the Truth characteristic of 
the Prophet. This repose in the Truth is not, however, based on 
a flight from the world, but on a penetration into it in order to 
integrate and organize it. The spiritual castle in Islam is based 
on the firm foundations of harmony within human society and 
in individual human life. 

In the traditional prayers on the Prophet which all Muslims 
recite on numerous occasions, God’s blessing and salutation are 
asked for the Prophet who is God’s servant ( c abd ), His messen- 
ger (rasul), and the unlettered Prophet ( al-nabi al-umml). For 
example, one well-known version of the formula of benediction 
upon the Prophet is as follows: 

“Oh, God, bless our Lord Muhammad, Thy servant and Thy 
Messenger, the unlettered Prophet, and his family and his com- 
panions, and salute them.” 

Here again the three epithets with which his name is qual- 
ified symbolize his three basic characteristics which stand out 
most in the eyes of devout Muslims. He is first of all an c abd; 
but who is an c abd except one whose will is surrendered to the 
will of his master, who is himself poor ( faqlr ) but rich on 
account of what his master bestows upon him. As the c abd of 
God the Prophet exemplified in its fullness this spiritual pover- 
ty and sobriety which is so characteristic of Islam. He loved 
fasting, vigilance, prayer, all of which have become essential 
elements in Islamic religious life. As an c abd the Prophet put 
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everything in the hands of God and realized a poverty which is, 
in reality, the most perfect and enduring wealth. 

The rasul in this formula again symbolizes his aspect of 
charity and generosity and metaphysically the rasul himself is 
sent because of God’s charity for the world and men whom He 
loves so that He sends His prophets to guide them. That is why 
the Prophet is “God’s mercy to the worlds.” For the Muslim the 
Prophet himself displays mercy and generosity, a generosity 
which flows from the nobility of character. Islam has always 
emphasized this quality and sought to inculcate nobility in the 
souls of men. A good Muslim must have some nobility and gen- 
erosity which always reflect this aspect of the personality of 
the Prophet. 

As for the nabl al-ummi, it symbolizes extinction before the 
Truth. The unlettered nature of the Prophet means most of all 
the extinction of all that is human before the Divine. The soul 
of the Prophet was a tabula rasa before the Divine Pen and on 
the human level his quality of “unletteredness” marks that 
supreme virtue of realizing the Truth through the contempla- 
tion of It, which marks an “extinction” in the metaphysical 
sense before the Truth. Only through this extinction ifand 3 ) 
can one hope to enter into life with God and subsistence in Him 
( baqa 3 ) 

To summarize the qualities of the Prophet, it can be said 
that he is human equilibrium which has become extinct in the 
Divine Truth. He marks the establishment of harmony and 
equilibrium between all the tendencies present in man, his sen- 
sual, social, economic, political tendencies, which cannot be 
overcome unless the human state itself is transcended. He dis- 
plays the integration of these tendencies and forces with the 
aim of establishing a basis which naturally leads towards con- 
templation and extinction in the Truth. His spiritual way 
means to accept the human condition which is normalized and 
sanctified as the foundation for the most lofty spiritual castle. 
The spirituality of Islam, of which the Prophet is the prototype, 
is not the rejection of the world but the transcending of it 
through its integration into a Center and the establishment of 
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a harmony upon which the quest for the Absolute is based. In 
these qualities that he displayed so eminently, the Prophet is at 
once the prototype of human and spiritual perfection and a 
guide towards its realization, for as the Quran states: “Verily 
in the messenger of Allah ye have a good example” (33:21). 

The Sunnah and Hadlth 

Since the Prophet is the prototype of all human perfection 
to the extent that one of his titles is the “most noble of all cre- 
ation” ( ashraf al-makhluqat ), it may be asked in what way can 
men emulate him. How can the Prophet become a guide for 
human life, and his life, deeds and thoughts serve as a guide 
for the Muslim in this terrestrial journey? The answer to this 
fundamental question, which concerns all of the individual and 
collective life of Muslims of later generations, lies in the say- 
ings which he left behind and which are known as Hadlth and 
his daily life and practice known as Sunnah or wonts. The fam- 
ily and companions of the Prophet who had been with him dur- 
ing his life time bore the impressions of his Sunnah within 
their souls with a depth that results from contact with a 
prophet. When man meets an extraordinary person he carries 
the impression of this meeting always. Then how permanent 
must have been the impression made on men by the Prophet, 
whose encounter is so much outside of ordinary experience 
today that human beings can hardly imagine it! The first gen- 
eration of Muslims practiced this Sunnah with all the ardor 
and faith that resulted from their proximity to the source of the 
revelation and the presence of the harakah or grace of the 
Prophet among them. They in turn were emulated by the next 
generation and so on to modem times when the faithful still 
seek to base their lives upon that of the Prophet. This end is 
achieved through emulation of his actions, by means of the 
fresh interpretations that each generation makes of his life 
( siyar ), through the litanies and chants repeated in his praise 
(madahh ) and through the celebrations marking his birth 
mawlid or other joyous occasions. 

As for the Hadlth, these, too, were memorized by those who 
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heard them and were in turn transmitted to those who followed 
during succeeding generations. Here again it was not a question 
of memorizing just anything but of remembering the sayings of 
one whom God had chosen as His messenger. And those who 
memorized the prophetic sayings were not like modern men 
whose memory has been dulled by formalized classroom learn- 
ing and over-reliance on written sources, but nomads or men of 
nomadic background for whom speech and literature were con- 
nected with what was known by heart. These were men who 
possessed remarkable powers of memory, which still survive 
among certain so-called “illiterate” people and which have 
often startled “literate” observers from sedentary civilizations. 

The sayings of the Prophet were eventually collected as the 
spread of Islam and the gradual moving away from the homo- 
geneity of the early community endangered their integral exis- 
tence. The devoutest of men set about to collect prophetic say- 
ings or ahadith, examining the chain of transmitters for each 
saying. As a result, in the Sunni world six major collections of 
Hadlth became assembled such as those of Bukhari and 
Muslim and soon gained complete authority in the orthodox 
community. In Shi c ism a similar process took place except that 
in addition to the sayings of the Prophet those of the Imams, 
whose teachings expound the meaning of the prophetic mes- 
sage, form a part of the Hadlth collection. There, too, four col- 
lections of these sayings were assembled of which the most 
important is the Usui al-kdfi of Kulayni. 

The Hadlth literature, in both Sunni and Shi c ite sources, is 
a monumental treasury of wisdom which is at once a commen- 
tary upon the Quran and a complement to its teachings. The 
prophetic sayings concern every domain from pure metaphysics 
to table manners. In them one finds what the Prophet said at 
times of distress, in receiving an ambassador, in treating a pris- 
oner, in dealing with his family, and in nearly every other sit- 
uation which touches upon the domestic, economic, social and 
political life of man. In addition, in this literature many ques- 
tions pertaining to metaphysics, cosmology, eschatology and 
the spiritual life are discussed. Altogether, after the Quran, the 
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Hadith and the prophetic Sunnah of which it is a part are the 
most precious source of guidance which Islamic society pos- 
sesses, and along with the Quran they are the fountain head of 
all Islamic life and thought. 

It is against this basic aspect of the whole structure of 
Islam that a severe attack has been made in recent decades by 
an influential school of Western orientalists. No more of a 
vicious and insidious attack could be made against Islam than 
this one, which undercuts its very foundations and whose effect 
is more dangerous than if a physical attack were made against 
Islam. 

Purporting to be scientific and applying the famous — or 
rather should one say the infamous — historical method which 
reduces all religious truths to historical facts, the critics of 
Hadith have come to the conclusion that this literature is not 
from the Prophet but was “forged” by later generations. What 
lies behind the scientific facade presented in most of these 
attacks is the a priori assumption that Islam is not a Divine 
revelation. If it is not a Divine revelation, then it must be 
explained away in terms of factors present in seventh century 
Arabian society. Now, it is assumed that a Bedouin society 
could not have had any metaphysical knowledge, could not 
have possibly known about the Divine Word or Logos, about the 
higher states of being, about the structure of the Universe. 
Therefore, everything in Hadith literature that speaks of these 
matters must have been a later accretion. Were the critics of 
Hadith simply to admit that the Prophet was a prophet, there 
would be no scientifically valid argument whatsoever against 
the main body of Hadith. But this is precisely what they do not 
admit and, therefore, they have to consider as a later forgery 
anything in Hadith literature which resembles the doctrines of 
Other religions or speaks of esoteric questions. 

There is of course no doubt that there are many hadiths 
which are spurious. Traditional Islamic scholars themselves 
developed an elaborate science to examine the text of the 
Hadith ( c ilm al-jarh ) and the validity of the chains of prophet- 
ic transmission ( c ilm al-dirayah) as well as the circumstances 
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under which it was spoken. They examined the chains of trans- 
mission and sifted the sayings and compared them with 
detailed knowledge of the factors involved in a manner which 
no modern scholar can hope to match. In this manner certain 
sayings were accepted and other rejected as being either of 
dubious origin or completely unauthentic. Those who collected 
Hadith were in fact the most pious and devout of men who 
often travelled from Central Asia to Medina or Iraq or Syria in 
search of Hadith. Throughout Islamic history the most devout 
and ascetic of the religious scholars have been the scholars of 
Hadith, (the muhaddithun ) and because of the degree of piety 
and trust of the community that is necessary before a person is 
recognized as an authority in this field, they have always con- 
stituted the smallest number among all the different classes of 
religious scholars. 

In fact, what the modern critics of Hadith do not realize in 
applying their so-called historical method is that they are pro- 
jecting the kind of agnostic mentality prevalent in many acad- 
emic circles today onto the mentality of a traditional Muslim 
scholar of Hadith. They think that for him also the questions of 
religion could be treated in such a “detached” manner as to 
enable them even to “forge” sayings of the Prophet or to accept 
them into the traditional corpus without the greatest care. They 
do not realize that for men of the early centuries and especial- 
ly the religious scholars the fire of hell was not an abstract 
thought but a concrete reality. They feared God in a way which 
most modern men can hardly imagine and it is psychologically 
absurd that, with a mentality to which the alternative of 
Heaven or Hell is the most real thing of all, they should com- 
mit the unpardonable sin of forging prophetic sayings. Nothing 
is less scientific than to project the modern mentality, which is 
an anomaly in history, onto a period when man lived and 
thought in a traditional world in which the verities of religion 
determined life itself, and in which men sought first and fore- 
most to perform the most important duty placed upon their 
shoulders, namely, to save their souls. 

As to the statement made by critics of Hadith that the 
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forged sayings came into being in the second century and were 
honestly believed to be prophetic sayings by the collectors of 
the third century, the same answer can be given. The Sunnah 
of the Prophet and his sayings had left such a profound imprint 
upon the first generation and those that came immediately 
afterwards that a forging of new sayings, and, therefore, also 
new ways of action and procedure in religious questions that 
already possessed precedence would have been immediately 
opposed by the community. It would have meant a break in the 
continuity of the whole religious life and pattern of Islam 
which, in fact, is not discernible. Moreover, the Imams, whose 
sayings are included in the Hadlth corpus in Shi c ism and who 
themselves are the most reliable chain of transmission of 
prophetic sayings, survived into the third Islamic century, that 
is, after the very period of the collection of the well-known 
books of Hadlth, so that they bridge the period to which the 
modern critics point as the time of “forgery” of Hadlth. Their 
very presence in fact is one more proof of the falsity of the 
arguments presented against the authenticity of Hadlth litera- 
ture, arguments which attack not only the dubious and spuri- 
ous sayings, but the main body of Hadlth, according to which 
Islamic society has lived and modeled itself since its inception. 

The danger inherent in this criticism of the Hadlth lies in 
decreasing its value in the eyes of those Muslims wild, having 
come under the sway of its arguments, accept the fatally dan- 
gerous conclusion that the body of Hadlth is not the sayings of 
the Prophet and therefore does not carry his authority. In this 
way one of the foundations of Divine Law and a vital source of 
guidance for the spiritual life is destroyed. It is as if the whole 
foundation were pulled from underneath the structure of 
Islam. What would be left in such a case would be the Quran, 
which, being the Word of God, is too sublime to interpret and 
decipher without the aid of the Prophet. Left by themselves, 
men would in most cases read their own limitations into the 
Holy Book and the whole homogeneity of Muslim society and 
the harmony existing between the Quran and the religious life 
of Islam would be disrupted. There are few problems that call 
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for as immediate action on the part of the Muslim community 
as a response by qualified, traditional Muslim authorities in 
scientific but not necessarily “scientistic” — terms to the 
charges brought against Hadlth literature by modern Western 
critics, who have now also found a few disciples among 
Muslims. They have found a few followers of Muslim back- 
ground who have left the traditional point of view and have 
become enamored by the apparently scientific method of the 
critics which only hides an a priori presumption no Muslim can 
accept, namely the negation of the heavenly origin of the 
Quranic revelation and the actual prophetic power and func- 
tion of the Prophet. 

Be that as it may, as far as traditional Islam is concerned, 
which alone concerns us here, the Hadlth is, after the Quran! 
the most important source of both the Law, the Sharl c ah, and 
the Spiritual way, the Tarlqah. And it is the vital integrating 
factor in Muslim society, for the daily lives of millions of 
Muslims the world over have been modeled upon the prophetic 
Sunnah and Hadlth. For over fourteen hundred years Muslims 
have tried to awaken in the morning as the Prophet awakened, 
to eat as he ate, to wash as he washed himself, even to cut their 
nails as he did. There has been no greater force for the unifi- 
cation of the Muslim peoples than the presence of this common 
model for the minutest acts of daily life. A Chinese Muslim, 
although racially a Chinese, has a countenance, behavior, man- 
ner of walking and acting that resembles in certain ways those 
of a Muslim on the coast of the Atlantic. That is because both 
have for centuries copied the same model. Something of the 
soul of the Prophet is to be seen in both places. It is this essen- 
tial unifying factor, a common Sunnah or way of acting and liv- 
ing as a model, that makes a bazaar in Morocco have a “feeling” 
or ambiance of a bazaar in Persia, although the people in the 
two places speak a different language and dress differently. 
There is something in the air which an intelligent foreign 
observer will immediately detect as belonging to the same reli- 
gious and spiritual climate. And this sameness is brought about 
firstly through the presence of the Quran and secondly, and in 
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a more immediate and tangible way, through the “presence” of 
the Prophet in his community by virtue of his Hadlth and 
Sunnah. 

Through the Hadlth and Sunnah Muslims come to know 
both the Prophet and the message of the Quran. Without 
Hadlth much of the Quran would be a closed book. We are told 
in the Quran to pray but were it not for the prophetic Sunnah, 
we would not know how to pray. Something as fundamental as 
I. the daily prayers which are the central rite of Islam would be 
impossible to perform without the guidance of the prophetic 
practice. This applies to a thousand and one other situations so 
that it is almost unnecessary to emphasize the vital connection 
between the Quran and the practice and sayings of the Prophet 
I whom God chose as its revealer and interpreter to mankind. 
1' Before his death it was asked of the Prophet how he should be 
I remembered later. He answered, “Read the Quran.” 

Before terminating this discussion about the Hadlth, it 
I. should be pointed out that within the vast corpus of prophetic 
| sayings there are a number which are called “sacred sayings” 
| ( ahadith qudsiyyah) which are not a part of the Quran but in 
I which God speaks in the first person through the Prophet. 
§ These sayings, although small in number, are of extreme 
importance in that they are, along with certain verses of the 
H Quran, the basis of the spiritual life in Islam. Sufism is based 
ft to a large extent on these sayings and many a Sufi knows them 
I by heart and lives in constant remembrance of their message, 
a These sayings all concern the spiritual life rather than social or 
f political matters. They deal with man’s direct relation with God 
I, as in the famous hadlth qudsi so often repeated by Sufi mas- 
| ters over the ages: “My slave ceaseth not to draw nigh unto Me 
I through devotions of free will until I love him, and when I love 
|; him, I am the hearing with which he heareth and the sight with 
| which he seeth and the hand with which he fighteth and the 
I foot with which he walketh.” 

I The presence of these sayings indicate how deeply the roots 
g of Islamic spirituality are sunk in the sources of the revelation 
I itself. Far from being just a legal and social system devoid of a 
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spiritual dimension, or one upon which a spiritual dimension 
was artificially grafted later on, Islam was, from the begin- 
ning, both a Law and a Way. The two dimensions of Islam, the 
exoteric and esoteric, are best demonstrated in the case of the 
Prophet himself who was both the perfection of human action 
on the social and political plane and the prototype of the spiri- 
tual life in his inner intimacy with God and in his total real- 
ization in which he saw nothing except in God and through God. 

The particularity of the Prophet, which distinguishes him 
from those that came before him, is that he is the last of the 
prophets ( khatam al-anbiya°), the seal of prophecy who, coming 
at the end of the prophetic cycle, integrates in himself the func- 
tion of prophecy as such. This aspect of the Prophet immedi- 
ately brings up the question of what prophecy itself means. 
There have been numerous volumes written by traditional 
Muslim authorities on this subject in which the elaborate meta- 
physical dimension of this central reality of religion is outlined. 
Although it is not possible to discuss this question in detail 
here, one can summarize by saying that prophethood is, accord- 
ing to the Islamic view, a state bestowed upon men whom God 
has chosen because of certain perfections in them by virtue of 
which they become the instrument through whom God reveals 
His message to the world. Their inspiration is directly from 
Heaven. A prophet owes nothing to anyone. He is not a scholar 
who discerns through books certain truths, nor one who learns 
from other human beings and in turn transmits this learning. 
His knowledge marks a direct intervention of the Divine in the 
human order, an intervention which is not, from the Islamic 
point of view, an incarnation but a theophany ( tajalll ). 

This definition of prophethood holds true for every prophet, 
not just in the case of the founder of Islam. From the Islamic 
point of view Christ did not gain his knowledge of the Old 
Testament and the message of the Hebrew prophets by reading 
books or learning from rabbis but directly from Heaven. Nor 
did Moses learn the laws and the message that he brought from 
older prophets, be it even Abraham. He received a new message 
directly from God. And if he reiterated some of the truths of the 
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messages brought by the Semitic prophets before him or if 
Christ affirmed the Jewish tradition whose inner meaning he 
revealed — according to the well-known saying “Christ revealed 
what Moses veiled” — or if the Quran mentions some of the sto- 
ries of the Old and New Testaments, none of these instances 
implies an historical borrowing. They indicate only a new reve- 
lation in the cadre of the same spiritual climate which can be 
called the Abrahamic Tradition. The same applies to the 
avatars of Hinduism who each came with a new message from 
Heaven but spoken in the language of the same spiritual 
ambiance. 

Although all prophecy implies a meeting of the Divine and 
human planes, there are degrees of prophecy dependent upon 
the type of message revealed and the function of the messenger 
in propagating that message. In fact whereas in English the 
single word prophet is usually used, in Arabic, Persian and 
other languages of the Islamic people there are a series of 
words connected with levels of prophethood. There is first of all 
the nabi, a man who brings news of God’s message, a man 
whom God has chosen to address. But God does not just speak 
to any man. He who is worthy of hearing a Divine message 
must be qualified. He must be pure by nature. That is why 
according to traditional Islamic sources the body of the Prophet 
was made from the choicest earth. He must possess the perfec- 
tion of human virtues such as goodness and nobility, although 
in reality he has nothing of his own, everything having been 
given by God to him. He must have the perfection of both the 
practical and theoretical faculties, a perfect imagination, an 
intellect that is perfectly attuned to the Divine Intellect, a psy- 
chological and corporeal structure which enables him to lead 
men in action and to guide them through all trials and circum- 
stances if and when necessary. But the message which the nabl 
receives is not necessarily universal. He may receive a message 
which is to remain within him and not be divulged openly or is 
meant to be imparted to only a few in the cadre of an already 
existing religion. 

Of the prophets in this sense ( anbiya °), there are, according 
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to tradition, one-hundred and twenty-four thousand whom God 
has sent to every nation and people, for the Quran asserts that 
there is no people unto whom a prophet has not been sent: “And 
for every nation there is a messenger” (10:48). Although it also 
states that to each people God speaks in its own language, 
hence the diversity of religions: “And We never sent a messen- 
ger save with the language of his folk” (14:4). The universality 
of prophecy so clearly enunciated in the Quran means the uni- 
versality of tradition, of religion. It means that all orthodox 
religions come from Heaven and are not man made. It also 
implies by its comprehensive formulation the presence of 
Divine revelation not only in the Abrahamic Tradition but 
among all nations, although in previous times this question 
was rarely explored explicitly. The Quran asserts the principle 
of universality leaving the possibility of its application outside 
the Semitic world as the case has arisen, for example, when 
Islam encountered Zoroastrianism in Persia or Hinduism in 
India. In the same manner it could be applied in modern times 
to the encounter with any previously unknown genuine tradi- 
tion, such as that of the American Indians. 

Among the anbiyad there are those who belong to another 
category of prophets, or a new level of prophecy, namely those 
who not only receive a message from Heaven but are also cho- 
sen to propagate that message for the segment of humanity 
providentially destined for it. The prophet with such a function 
is called rasul. He is also a nabl but in addition he has this 
function of making God’s message known to men and inviting 
them to accept it, as is seen in the case of many prophets of the 
Old Testament. Above the rasul stand the prophets who are to 
bring major new religions to the world, the “possessors of firm- 
ness and determination” (ulu^azm). Of this latter category 
Islam, again limiting itself to the Abrahamic Tradition, 
believes that there have been seven, each of whom was the 
founder of a new religion and who brought a new Divine Law 
into the world. There are then altogether three grades of objec- 
tive prophecy, that of the nabl, the rasul and the ulu J l- c azm, 
although in certain Islamic sources this gradation is further 
refined to include in further detail the degrees of anbiya° who 



3 The Prophet and Prophetic Tradition 79 



are distinguished by the manner in which they perceive the 
angel of revelation. 

The Prophet was at once a nabl, a rasul and an ulu°l- c azm 
and brought the cycle of prophecy to a close. After him there 
will be no new SharTah or Divine Law brought into the world 
until the end of time. There are to be no revelations ( wahy ) 
after him, for he marks the termination of the prophetic cycle 
(da^irat al-nubuwwah). It may on the surface appear as a great 
tragedy that man seems to be thus left without any possibility 
of renewal of the truths of the revelation through new contact 
with the source of the Truth. But in reality the termination of 
the prophetic cycle does not mean that all possibility of contact 
with the Divine order, has ceased. Whereas revelation (wahy) is 
no longer possible, inspiration ( ilham ) remains always as a 
latent possibility. Whereas the cycle of prophecy ( dcTirat al- 
nubuwwah) has come to an end, the cycle of walayah! wilayah 
0 da°irat al-walayah), which for want of a better term may be 
translated as the “cycle of initiation” and also sanctity, contin- 
ues. 

Actually, walayah in this context, which should not in the 
technical language of Islamic gnosis be considered identical to 
walayah in the ordinary sense having to do with the state of 
wall or saint, means the presence of this inner dimension with- 
in Islam which the Prophet inaugurated along with a new 
SharTah and which will continue to the end of time. Thanks to 
its presence, man is able to renew himself spiritually and gain 
contact with the Divine although a new revelation is no longer 
possible. It is due to this esoteric dimension of Islam and the 
grace or barakah contained in the organizations which are its 
preservers and propagators that the spiritual force of the orig- 
inal revelation has been renewed over the ages and the possi- 
bility of a spiritual life leading to the state of sainthood, that 
purifies human society and rejuvenates religious forces, has 
been preserved. 

The Prophet, in terminating the prophetic cycle and in 
bringing the last SharTah into the world, also inaugurated the 
cycle of “Muhammadan sanctity” ( walayah / wilayah muham- 
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madiyyah), which is ever present and which is the means 
whereby the spiritual energy of the Tradition is continuously 
renewed. Therefore, far from there being a need for any new 
religion, which at this moment of time can only mean a pseu- 
do-religion, the revelation brought by the Prophet contains in 
itself all that is needed to fulfill in every way the religious and 
spiritual needs of Muslims, from the common believer to the 
potential saint. 

The Prophet, besides being the leader of men and the 
founder of a new civilization, is also the perfection of the 
human norm and the model for the spiritual life of Islam. He 
said “I am a human being like you” ( and basharun mithlukum), 
to which Muslim sages over the ages have added, yes, but like 
a precious gem among stones ( ka J l-yaqut bayn al-hajar). The 
profound symbolism contained in this saying is connected with 
the inner nature of the Prophet. All men in their purely human 
nature are like stones, opaque and heavy and a veil to the light 
that shines upon them. The Prophet also in a sense possesses 
this human nature outwardly but in its proper perfection. Yet 
inwardly he has become alchemically transmuted into a pre- 
cious stone which, although still a stone, is transparent before 
the light and has lost its opacity. The Prophet is outwardly only 
a human being ( bashar ), but inwardly he is the full realization 
of manhood in its most universal sense. He is the Universal 
Man ( al-insan al-kamil), the prototype of all of creation, the 
norm of all perfection, the first of all beings, the mirror in 
which God contemplates universal existence. He is inwardly 
identified with the Logos and the Divine Intellect. 

In every religion the founder is identified with the Logos, as 
we read in the beginning of the Gospel according to John, “In 
principio erat verbum,” that is, that which was in the beginning 
was the Word or Logos identified with Christ. Islam considers 
all prophets as an aspect of the Universal Logos, which in its 
perspective is identified with the “Muhammadan Reality” ( al - 
haqiqat al-muhammadiyyah), which was the first of God’s cre- 
ations and through whom God sees all things. As the 
Muhammadan Reality the Prophet came before all the other 
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prophets at the beginning of the prophetic cycle, and it is to this 
inner aspect of him as the Logos to which reference is made in 
the hadith, “I [Muhammad] was prophet [the Logos] when 
Adam was still between water and clay.” 

The Sufi Najm al-Din al-Razi in his Mirsad al- c ibad writes 
that just as in the case of a tree one first plants a seed which 
then grows into a plant that gives branches, then leaves, then 
blossoms, then fruit which in turn contains the seed, so did the 
cycle of prophecy begin with the Muhammadan Reality, with 
the inner reality of Muhammad, while it ended with the human 
manifestation of him. He thus is inwardly the beginning and 
outwardly the end of the prophetic cycle which he synthesizes 
and unifies in his being. Outwardly he is a human being and 
inwardly the Universal Man, the norm of all spiritual perfec- 
tion. The Prophet himself referred to this inner aspect of his 
nature as in the hadith, “I am Ahmad without the mlm [that is, 
ahad meaning Unity]; I am an Arab without the ( c ayn) [that is 
rabb meaning Lord]. Who hath seen me, the same hath seen the 
Truth.” 

What do such sayings mean but the inward “union” of the 
Prophet with God. This truth has been re-iterated over and over 
again throughout the ages by masters of Sufism as in the beau- 
tiful Persian poem from the Gulshan-i raz: 

A single mlm separates ahad from Ahmad 

The world is immersed in that one mlm. 

This “mim” which separates the esoteric name of the 
Prophet, Ahmad, from God, is the symbol of return to the 
Origin, of death and reawakening to the eternal realities. Its 
numerical equivalence according to the science of jafr is forty 
which itself symbolizes the age of prophecy in Islam. The 
Prophet is outwardly the messenger of God to men; inwardly he 
is in permanent “union” with the Lord. 

The doctrine of Universal Man, which is inextricably con- 
nected with what one may call prophetology in Islam, is far 
from having originated as a result of later influences upon 
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Islam. It is based rather on what the Prophet was inwardly and 
as he was seen by those among his companions who, besides 
being his followers religiously, were the inheritors of his eso- 
teric message. Those who wish to deprive Islam of a spiritual 
and intellectual dimension seek to make of this basic doctrine 
a later borrowing, as if the Prophet could have become in an 
effective and operative way the Universal Man by just having 
such a state attributed to him if he were not so already in his 
real nature. It would be as if one expected a body to shine sim- 
ply by calling it the sun. The Prophet possessed in hi mself that 
reality which later gained the technical name of Universal 
Man. But the “named” was there long before this name was 
given to it, and before the theory of it was elaborated for later 
generations who, because of separation from the source of the 
revelation, were in need of further explanation. 

In conclusion, it may be said that the Prophet is the perfec- 
tion of both the norm of the human collectivity and the human 
individual, the norm for the perfect social life and the proto- 
type and guide for the individual’s spiritual life. He is both the 
Universal Man and the Primordial Man ( al-insan al-qadim). As 
the Universal Man he is the totality of which we are a part and 
in which we participate; as the Primordial Man he is that orig- 
inal perfection with respect to which we are a decadence and a 
falling away. He is thus both the “spatial” and “temporal” 
norms of perfection, “spatial” in the sense of the totality of 
which we are a part and “temporal” in the sense of the perfec- 
tion which was at the beginning and which we must seek to 
regain by moving upstream against the downward flow of the 
march of time. 

The Prophet possessed eminently and in perfection both 
human ( nasut ) and spiritual ( lahut ) natures. Yet, there was 
never an incarnation of the lahut into the nasut, a perspective 
which Islam does not accept. The Prophet did possess these two 
natures and for this very reason his example makes possible 
the presence of a spiritual way in Islam. He was the perfect 
ruler, judge and leader of men. He was the creator of the most 
perfect Muslim society in comparison with which every later 
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society is a falling away. But he was in addition the prototype 
of the spiritual life. That is why it is absolutely necessary to 
follow in his footsteps if one aspires towards spiritual realiza- 
tion in Islam. 

The love of the Prophet is incumbent upon all Muslims and 
especially upon those who aspire towards the saintly life. This 
love must not be understood only in a sentimental, individual- 
istic sense. Rather, the Prophet is loved because he symbolizes 
that harmony and beauty that pervade all things, and displays 
in their fullness those virtues, the attainment of which allow 
man to realize his theomorphic nature. 

“Lo! Allah and His angels shower blessings on the Prophet. 
O ye who believe! Ask blessings on him and salute him with a 
worthy salutation” (33:56). 



4 



The Shari c ah — Divine Law: 
Social and Human Norm 



T he Shari c ah is the Divine Law by virtue of whose accep- 
tance a person becomes a Muslim. Only he who accepts 
the injunctions of the Sharl c ah as binding upon him is a 
Muslim, although he may not be able to realize all of its teach- 
ings or follow all of its commands in life. The Sharl c ah is the 
ideal pattern for the individual’s life and the Law which binds 
the Muslim people into a single community. It is the embodi- 
ment of the Divine Will in terms of specific teachings whose 
acceptance and application guarantees man a harmonious life 
in this world and felicity in the hereafter. 

The word Shari c ah itself is derived etymologically from a 
root meaning road. It is the road which leads to God. It is of 
great symbolic significance that both the Divine Law and the 
Spiritual Way or Tarlqah, which is the esoteric dimension of 
Islam, are based on the symbolism of the way or journey. All 
life is a sojourn, a journey through this transient world to the 
Divine Presence. The Sharl c ah is the wider road which is meant 
for all men by virtue of which they are able to attain the total 
possibilities of the individual human state. The Tarlqah is the 
narrower path for the few who have the capability and pro- 
found urge to attain sanctity here and now and seek a path 
whose end is the full realization of the reality of Universal 
Man transcending the individual domain. 

The Shari c ah is Divine Law, in the sense that it is the con- 
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Crete embodiment of the Divine Will according to which man 
should live in both his private and social life. In every religion 
the Divine Will manifests itself in one way or another and the 
moral and spiritual injunctions of each religion are of Divine 
origin. But in Islam the embodiment of the Divine Will is not 
only a set of general teachings but of concrete ones. Not only is 
man told to be charitable, humble or just, but how also to be so 
in particular instances of life. The Shari c ah contains the 
injunctions of the Divine Will as applied to every situation in 
life. It is the Law according to which God wants a Muslim to 
live. It is therefore the guide of human action and encompass- 
es every facet of human life. By living according to the 
Sharf ah, man places his whole existence in God’s “hand.” The 
Shari c ah, by considering every aspect of human action, thus 
sanctifies the whole of life and gives a religious significance to 
what may appear as the most mundane of activities. 

The lack of understanding of the significance of the 
Sharl c ah in the Western world is due to its concrete and all- 
embracing nature. A Jew who believes in Talmudic Law can 
understand what it means to have a Divine Law, whereas for 
most Christians, and, therefore, for secularists with a 
Christian background, such an understanding comes with dif- 
ficulty, precisely because in Christianity there is no clear dis- 
tinction between the law and the way. In Christianity the 
Divine Will is expressed in terms of universal teachings such as 
being charitable, but not in concrete laws which would be stat- 
ed in the New Testament. 

The difference between the conception of Divine Law in 
Islam and in Christianity can be seen in the way the word 
canon ( qanun ) is used in the two traditions. This word was bor- 
rowed in both cases from the Greek. In Islam it has come to 
denote a man-made law in contrast to the Shari c ah or divinely 
inspired Law. In the West the opposing meaning is given to this 
word in the sense that canonical law refers to laws governing 
the ecclesiastical organization of the Catholic and Episcopal 
churches, and has a definitely religious color. 

The Christian view concerning the law which governs man 
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socially and politically is indicated in the well-known saying of 
Christ, “Render therefore uifto Caesar the things which are 
Caesar’s.” This phrase has actually two meanings of which only 
one is usually considered. It i$ commonly interpreted as leaving 
all things that are worldly &nd have to do with political and 
social regulations to secular authorities of whom Caesar is the 
outstanding example. But ignore than that it also means that 
because Christianity, being a spiritual way, had no Divine leg- 
islation of its own, it had to absorb Roman Law in order to 
become the religion of a civilization. The law of Caesar, or 
Roman Law, became providentially absorbed into the Christian 
perspective once this religion became dominant in the West, 
and it is to this fact that the saying of Christ alludes indirect- 
ly. The dichotomy, however, always remained. In Christian civ- 
ilization law governing human society did not enjoy the same 
Divine sanction as the teachings of Christ. In fact this lack of a 
Divine Law in Christianity had no small role to play in the sec- 
ularization that took place in the West during the Renaissance. 
It is also the most important cause for the lack of understand- 
ing of the meaning and role of the Shari c ah on the part of 
Westerners as well as so many modernized Muslims. 

With regard to the Divine Law, therefore, the situation of 
Islam and Christianity differ completely. Islam never gave 
unto Caesar what was Caesar’s. Rather, it tried to integrate the 
domain of Caesar itself, namely, political, social and economic 
life, into an encompassing religious worldview. Law is there- 
fore in Islam an integral aspect of the revelation and not an 
alien element. Of course Roman Law also possessed a religious 
colour in the Roman religion itself, and the function of “The 
Divine Caesar” was to establish order on earth, through this 
law. But from the point of view of Christianity it was a foreign 
component without the direct sanctifying authority of revela- 
tion. In the Christian West law was thus from the beginning 
something human to be made and revised according to the 
needs and circumstances of the times. The Western attitude 
towards law is determined totally by the character of 
Christianity as a spiritual way which did not bring a revealed 
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law of its own. 

The Semitic notion of law which is to be seen in revealed 
form in both Judaism and Islam is the opposite of the prevalent 
Western conception of law. It is a religious notion of law, one in 
which law is an integral aspect of religion. In fact religion to a 
Muslim is essentially the Divine Law which includes not only 
universal moral principles but also details of how man should 
conduct his life and deal with his neighbor and with God; how 
he should eat, procreate and sleep; how he should buy and sell 
at the market place; and of course above all else how he should 
pray and perform other acts of worship. It includes all aspects 
of human life and contains in its tenets the guide for a Muslim 
to conduct his life in harmony with the Divine Will. It guides 
man towards an understanding of the Divine Will by indicating 
which acts and objects are from the religious point of view 
obligatory ( wajib ), which are meritorious or recommended 
(■ mandub ), which are forbidden ( hardm ), which reprehensible 
0 makruh ), and which indifferent ( mubah ). Through this bal- 
ance, the value of human acts in the sight of the Divine are 
made known to man so that he can distinguish between the 
“Straight Path” and that which will lead him astray. The 
Shari c ah provides for him the knowledge of right and wrong. It 
is, however, by his free will that man must choose which path 
to follow. 

Such a Law contains the norm of the ideal human life. It is 
a transcendent Law which is at the same time applied to 
human society, but never fully realized because of the imper- 
fections of all that is human. The Sharl c ah corresponds to a 
reality that transcends time and history and yet can be applied 
to new conditions and circumstances. Each generation in 
Muslim society should seek to conform to its teachings and 
apply it anew to the conditions in which it finds itself. The cre- 
ative process in each generation is not to remake the Law but 
to reform men and human society to conform to the Law. 
According to the Islamic view religion should not be reformed 
to conform to the ever changing and imperfect nature of men 
but men should reform themselves so as to live according to the 
tenets of revelation. In accordance with the real nature of 
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things it is the human that must conform to the Divine and not 
the Divine to the human. 

The movement of reform throughout Islamic history has 
been to seek to recreate and reshape human attitudes and 
social institutions so as to make them harmonious with the 
Shari c ah. It has been to revivify and revitalize human society 
by continuously infusing its structure with the principles of the 
revelation which are providentially sent as its guide and which 
alone provide a criterion for its own worth and value. Those 
modern movements which seek to reform the Divine Law 
rather than human society are, from the Islamic point of view, 
in every way an anomaly. Such movements are brought about 
to a great extent not only through the weakening of religious 
faith among certain men but also because the modern mentali- 
ty, which originated in the West with its Christian background, 
cannot conceive of an immutable Law which is the guide of 
human society and upon which man should seek to model his 
individual and social life. There is no better proof of how deeply 
rooted man’s religious heritage is than the modern Western 
attitude towards law which is the same as that of Christianity, 
although so many who have created and who uphold the mod- 
em view do not consider themselves as Christians and some 
even are opposed to Christianity. 

The Shari c ah is for Islam the means of integrating human 
society. It is the way by which man is able to give religious sig- 
nificance to his daily life and be able to integrate this life into 
a spiritual center. Man lives in multiplicity; he lives and acts 
according to multiple tendencies within himself, some of which 
issue from animal desires, others from sentimental or rational 
or yet spiritual aspects of his being. Man faces this multiplici- 
ty within himself and at the same time lives in a society of 
which he is a part and with whose members he has an indefi- 
nite number of contacts and relations. All of these activities, 
these norms of doing and existing in the human condition, can- 
not be integrated and cannot find meaning save in the 
Shari c ah. The Divine Law is like a network of injunctions and 
attitudes which govern all of human life and in their totality 
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and all-embracing nature are able to integrate man and society 
according to the dominating principle of Islam itself, namely 
unity or tawhid. The Sharl c ah is the means by which unity is 
realized in human life. 

Seen from the outside, this role of the Sharl c ah may be dif- 
ficult to understand. On the surface it seems to contain laws 
about how to marry, trade, divide inheritance or conduct the 
affairs of state. These are all acts performed in the world of 
time and multiplicity. How can they then be integrated so as to 
reflect unity? The answer is that these actions are still actions 
whether they are performed according to the Sharl c ah or not. 
But the effect that such actions leave on the souls of men is 
completely different depending on whether the act is per- 
formed simply according to man-made laws or whether it fol- 
lows the teachings of the Sharfah. In the latter case the reli- 
gious context in which the act is placed and the inner connec- 
tion that the teachings of the Sharl c ah have to the spiritual life 
of man transform an otherwise secular act into a religious one. 
Instead of the soul scattering itself over countless forms of 
action, the action itself leaves a positive imprint upon the soul 
and aids towards its integration. 

There is a hadith according to which when a man works to 
feed his family he is performing as much an act of worship as 
if he were praying. This statement may be difficult to under- 
stand by one not acquainted with the traditional way of life. In 
modern society it is not possible to find religious significance in 
most actions and, except for a few offices directly connected 
with the administration of religious needs, most professions 
through which men gain their livelihood are devoid of a direct 
religious significance. The breaking up of traditional Christian 
society, in which every act was endowed with a religious signif- 
icance, long ago secularized a large domain of human life in the 
West. A contemporary who wishes to integrate all of his life 
finds great difficulty in giving religious significance to the 
daily work which he must of necessity perform. 

The Sharfah makes the act of earning one’s daily bread a 
religious act, one which a Muslim should perform with the 
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awareness that he is performing an act that is pleasing in the 
sight of God and is as obligatory as specifically religious duties. 
The Sharicah, in fact, gives a religious connotation to all the 
acts that are necessary for human life, and of course not those 
which are simple luxuries. In this way the whole of man’s life 
and activities become religiously meaningful. Were it to be oth- 
erwise man would be a house divided unto itself, in a condition 
of inner division and separation which Islam tries to avoid. By 
placing his life in the channels ordained by the Shari c ah, man 
avoids many unseen catastrophes and assures himself a life of 
wholeness and meaning. 

Some may object that accepting the Sharl c ah totally 
destroys human initiative. Such a criticism, however, fails to 
understand the inner workings of the Divine Law. The Law 
places before men many paths according to his nature and 
needs within a universal pattern which pertains to everyone. 
Human initiative comes in selecting what is in conformity with 
one’s veritable needs and at the same time living according to 
the Divine norm as indicated by the Sharl c ah. Initiative does 
not come only in rebelling against the Truth which is an easy 
task since stones fall by nature; initiative and creativity come 
most of all in seeking to live in conformity with the Truth and 
in applying its principles to the conditions which destiny has 
placed before man. To integrate all of one’s tendencies and 
activities within a divinely ordained pattern requires all the 
initiative and creative energy which man is capable of giving. 

To the Muslim the Shari c ah is an eternal and transcendent 
Law and the question of how it became codified and system- 
atized in detail historically has not been of central interest 
until modern times. The studies of orientalists, which are usu- 
ally historical, have directed attention to the gradual process 
by which the Sharl c ah became codified into the form in which 
the Islamic world has known it for the past millennium. It is 
therefore not without interest for us to consider how this 
process took place, although it must be made clear that the fact 
that the Divine Law was explicitly formulated and codified in 
its final form after several stages does not in any way diminish 
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from its Divine nature and the immutability of its injunctions. 

In essence all of the Sharl c ah is contained in the Quran. 
The Holy Book, however, contains the principle of all the Law 
and not all of its details. It contains the Law potentially but not 
actually and explicitly, at least not all the different aspects of 
the Sharl c ah. There was, therefore, a gradual process by which 
this Law became promulgated in its external form and made 
applicable to all domains of human life. This process was com- 
pleted in about three centuries during which the canonical 
books of Law in both Sunni and Shi c ite Islam were written, 
although the exact process is somewhat different in the two 
cases. 

The principles of the Law contained in the Quran were 
explained and amplified in the prophetic Hadlth and Sunnah, 
which together constitute the second basic source of Law. These 
in turn were understood with the aid of the consensus of the 
Islamic community ( ijma c ). Furthermore, according to some 
schools, these sources of Law were complemented by analogical 
human reasoning ( qiyas ) where necessary. According to the tra- 
ditional Islamic view (as codified by Imam Shafi c i), therefore, 
the main sources of the Shari c ah are, in order of importance 
and according to a hierarchy, the Quran, Hadlth , ijmaf and 
qiyas. The first two of these sources are the most important and 
are accepted by all schools of Law while the other two are 
either considered of lesser importance or rejected by some of 
the schools, while some jurists have added certain other princi- 
ples such as that of the common good. 

The meaning of the Quran and Hadlth is clear enough, but 
a few words must be said about the other two above mentioned 
sources. As far as ijmaf is concerned, it means the consensus of 
the Islamic community on some point of the Law and is consid- 
ered to be important on the authority of the hadlth-. “My com- 
munity shall never agree in error.” Some modernized Muslims, 
who instead of wanting to substitute for the kingdom of God for 
the kingdom of man, especially twentieth century man, have 
tried simply to equate ijma c with parliamentary “democracy.” 
This, however, is not exactly the case because first of all ijma c 
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can operate only where the Quran and Hadlth have not clari- 
fied a certain aspect of the Law, so that its function is in this 
sense limited, and secondly, it is a gradual process through 
which the community over a period of time comes to give its 
consensus over a question of Law. Finally, the view of Muslims 
over the centuries has been that giving direct opinion on prob- 
lems of Law should be the function of the c ulama J who alone 
are well-versed in the science of Law. The sciences connected 
with the Sharfah are complex and require study before one 
can claim to be an authority on them. One could do no more 
than ask the consensus of a body of laymen on the diagnosis of 
a certain disease than on the legitimacy of a certain Law. The 
concept of ijma° has always implied the consensus of those 
qualified in matters of Law combined with an inner interaction 
with the whole of the community whose results are felt only 
gradually. 

As for qiyas it means essentially to use human reason to 
compare an existing situation with one for which legislation 
already exists. If the Quran has banned wine, it means that by 
analogy it has also banned any form of alcoholic drink whose 
effect is like wine, namely one which causes intoxication. The 
use of qiyas again is not a license for rationalism but an exer- 
cising of reason within the context of the revealed truths which 
are the basis of the Shari c ah and the prophetic utterances and 
practices which have made these truths known and have clari- 
fied them for the Muslim community. 

Both ijma° and qiyas are closely connected to the function 
of the c ulama° as authorities on Law, of those who, having 
spent their lives studying this particular subject, are in a posi- 
tion to pass judgment upon it. There is no priesthood in Islam 
and every Muslim can perform the functions which in other 
religions are placed in the hands of the priesthood. But to pass 
judgement upon the Law is not the right of every Muslim, for 
no other reason than that not everyone is qualified from the 
scholarly point of view to do so. Not everyone can pass judg- 
ments on the Sharl c ah for the same reason that not everyone 
can give an opinion on astronomy or medicine unless he be 
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qualified in these fields by having studied them. The c ulama ‘ 
are the custodians of the Law only because they have under- 
taken the necessary studies and mastered the required disci- 
plines to make them acquainted with its teachings. 

Historically, the four above-mentioned principles brought 
about the formation of the Law in a complex process all of 
whose details are not well known. As far as the meaning of the 
Sharl c ah for Muslims is concerned, this history, as already 
pointed out, is not of major importance. Yet, since so much 
attention is paid today to the history of a subject rather than 
the subject itself, it is necessary to outline briefly the process 
through which the Sharl c ah became codified. 

Many of the verses of the Quran are concerned with ques- 
tions of Law but not all the injunctions of the Sharl c ah are 
explicitly stated in it. About eighty verses are directly connect- 
ed with specific aspects of the Law. For example, regulations 
about marriage, divorce and inheritance are very clearly for- 
mulated while many other questions are only implicitly stated. 
There are many universal statements which needed further 
explanation before they could become specific guides for 
human action. This explanation and clarification was provided 
for the most part by the Prophet, whose lifetime marks the first 
and most important period in the process of the codification of 
the Sharl c ah. 

The Prophet, as we have already pointed out, was the inter- 
preter par excellence of the teachings of the Quran and partici- 
pated himself in the formation of the Shari c ah. His manner of 
applying the tenets of Islam to particular instances marked the 
first phase in the life of the Shari c ah in human society and 
inaugurated the life of a new society which was molded by its 
teachings. This is particularly true of the Medinan community, 
where the Prophet broke the pre-existing tribal bonds and 
established the new Islamic order setting up precedents which 
have served as a model for all later Muslim jurists. 

This unique period in Islamic history was followed by the 
rule of the first four caliphs, usually called the “orthodox 
caliphs ( al-khulafd 3 al-rashidun) as far as Sunni Islam is con- 
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cerned, and the rule of c AlI, the fourth of these caliphs and the 
first Imam, according to the perspective of Shi c ism. During this 
period the teachings of the Quran and the precedent of the 
Prophet were applied not only to conditions that had existed 
before but to new situations brought about by the rapid spread 
of Islam outside the homogeneous atmosphere of Arabia. The 
conquest of parts of the Byzantine Empire and the overthrow 
of the Sassanid Empire provided many new problems to whose 
solutions the earlier established principles were applied by 
men all of whom had been companions of the Prophet, by men 
whose interest was more in serving Islam than in serving any 
worldly power. During this period, therefore, many procedures 
were established which also became incorporated into the body 
of the Law. 

With the establishment of the Umayyads a new situation 
arose, one in which a powerful state ruling from Central Asia 
to Spain and faced with unprecedented administrative and 
financial problems was interested first and foremost in pre- 
serving its political dominion over a vast territory. From the 
point of view of statesmanship the Umayyads performed a 
remarkable task of keeping the empire together, but from the 
religious point of view their rule marks a definite failing away 
from the earlier period. They were not concerned, like the early 
caliphs, with preserving the Divine Law and applying it. They 
were interested first and foremost with ruling and adminis- 
trating the new empire. They dealt with most questions of Law 
from the point of view of expediency. 

During the nearly hundred years of Umayyad rule the 
responsibility of preserving and administering the Shari c ah lay 
upon the shoulders of individual judges ( qadis ) who were the 
real interpreters of the Law at this time. There are records of 
them, especially those of Egypt, contained in the chronicles of 
al-Kindi. These sources reveal how these judges dealt with 
questions of Law on a day-to-day basis, trying to apply the 
precedents of earlier Muslim generations, and especially the 
Quran and Hadlth, to whatever new situation confronted them. 

But there was a reaction on the part of the religious com- 
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munity Sunni and Shi c ah alike — against the practices of the 
Umayyads which, of course, contributed greatly to their down- 
fall. Towards the end of Umayyad period everyone realized 
that the Muslim community and especially the state were mov- 
ing away from Islamic ideals. The religious conscience of the 
whole community, and especially the Shi’ah, who had never 
accepted Umayyad rule, reacted against the practices of the 
state and with the coming of the Abbasids there was a sudden 
burst of activity for the purification of political and social prac- 
tices and the codification of the Divine Law as established in 
the Quran and Hadlth. 

It was at this crucial stage that several men of great legal 
genius and religious integrity came upon the scene to codify the 
Law. Because of the vastness of the Islamic community a judge 
in Khurasan was not faced with the same daily problems as one 
m the Maghrib, nor one in Kufa with the same situation as that 
confronted in Medina. These last two cities were particularly 
important in the development of the Law. Medina was an Arab 
city where some of the old tribal and family bonds still sur- 
vived, whereas Kufa had come into being during the Islamic 
period. There, Arabs, Persians and local Aramaic people had 
come together to form a new society which was held together by 
the common ideals of Islam. Yet, both cities had been sites of 
early Muslim rule and provided the required background for 
anyone who wanted to study the practices of the early Muslim 
community. From these two cities in fact arose the first two 
founders of Sunni law, Imam Ibn Malik from Medina and 
Imam Abu Hanlfah from Kufa. These men established schools 
of law by making a careful study of the Quran and Hadlth and 
the practices of the earlier generations. Basing themselves on 
meticulous study, they composed compendia of Law in which 
the teachings of the Shari c ah as they pertain to all aspects of 
life were delineated and systematized. 

There was at this point still a need to have the principles 
and methods of jurisprudence systematized and a final form 
given to the process of promulgating the Law. Such a need was 
fulfilled by Imam al-Shafi c I whose particular genius in this 
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domain gave to Sunni Islam the most satisfying and one might 
say beautiful method of jurisprudence. Al-Shafi c I made it clear 
that the Hadith was not only an aid to understanding the 
Quran but also a source of the Shari c ah itself. The clarification 
of the role of Hadith in the Shari c ah is due to him more than 
to anyone else, as are the respective positions of ijmd J and 
qiyas. With al-Shafi c I Islamic jurisprudence found its most 
complete and lasting systematization. 

In the tradition of Imam al-Shafi c i, who founded the third 
school of Sunni Law, there grew students each of whom empha- 
sized a certain aspect of the sources of the Shari c ah such as 
Imam Ibn Hanbal, who relied essentially on prophetic Hadith 
after the Quran and discounted ijma° and qiyas, and Da°ud ibn 
Khalaf who believed that the external ( zahiri ) meaning of the 
Quran alone should be followed and founded the Zahiri school. 
The school of Ibn Hanbal became the fourth accepted school of 
Sunni Law with its characteristic disdain of rationalist meth- 
ods and complete reliance upon Hadith literature while the 
Zahiri school gradually disappeared. 

The four important schools of Sunni Law, the Maliki, 
Hanafi, Shafi c i and Hanbali, that constitute the accepted 
schools of Shari c ah to the present day in the Sunni world, thus 
came into being in the third Islamic century. Of these, the one 
with the least number of followers is the Hanbali school which 
for long had its center in Egypt and Syria and from whose back- 
ground the Wahhabi movement began. The Shafi c i school has 
always been strong in Egypt and among the Malay people and 
to a certain extent in Syria. The Maliki school is completely 
dominant in North Africa and its followers constitute the most 
homogeneous body in the realm of Sunni Law. As for the 
Hanafi school, it was the official school of the Ottomans and is 
widespread in Turkey, the eastern part of the Arab world and 
the Indo-Pakistani Sub-continent. 

As far as Law in the Shi c ite world is concerned, its forma- 
tion goes back to the fifth and sixth Imams, especially the sixth 
Imam Ja c far al-Sadiq, so that Twelve-Imam Shi c ite Law is 
often called Ja c fari Law. There is here one difference with 
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Sunni Law in that in both Twelve-Imam Shi c ism and 
Isma c ilism the Imams are the interpreters of the Law and their 
words and sayings form a part of the Hadith literature in addi- 
tion to the utterances of the Prophet, although the distinction 
between the two is preserved. The Law is, therefore, in princi- 
ple, continuously being made in as much as the Imam is always 
alive. The Imam of Isma c ilism continues to live on earth from 
generation to generation while in Twelve-Imam Shi c ism the 
Imam is in occultation (ghaybah ), although he is alive and rules 
the world, being in inner contact with the mujtahids or those 
who provide fresh codifications and views of the Law. 

In Twelve-Imam Shi c ism those who have attained a high 
stage of proficiency in the science of the Law and possess the 
other traditional requirements become mujtahids, that is, those 
who can practice ijtihad or exercise their opinion in questions 
of Law. They are living interpreters of the Law who interpret it 
in the absence of the Imam and in his name. Every Shi c ite 
believer must follow a living mujtahid, whose duty it is to 
apply and interpret the Law from generation to generation. The 
gate of ijtihad has been closed in the Sunni world since the for- 
mation of the four schools of Law, whereas in Shi c ism, the gate 
must of necessity be always open. But of course this does not by 
any means detract from the immutable and transcendent 
nature of the Sharl c ah. It only means that in each generation 
the Law should be applied to the new circumstances that are 
faced on the basis of the immutable principles of the Law. The 
practice of ijtihad in the spirit of Islam does not mean to 
change the Law to suit the convenience of men but to face and 
solve every new situation and problem in conformity with the 
teachings of the Shari c ah by applying those teachings to newly 
arisen problems. Shi c ism is there to prove that ijtihad in the 
true sense does not by any means imply the abandonment of 
the Divine Law to human whims and fancies as some would 
like to make it today. 

As far as the specific teachings of the Sharl c ah are con- 
cerned, the Sunni and Shi c ite schools are nearly the same, 
except in the question of certain religious taxes and inheritance 



4 The Sharl c ah — Divine Law 99 



where, according to Shi c ite Law, in certain cases the female 
line inherits more than in Sunni Law. Otherwise, there is little 
disagreement between them. As for the different Sunni 
schools, each emphasizes certain aspects of jurisprudence. For 
example, the Hanafls rely more on qiyas and the Hanbalis on 
Hadith, but the differences are relatively slight and one can go 
from one school to another without any difficulty. It is also of 
interest to cite in this context the attempt of the Persian king 
Nadir Shah who some two centuries ago tried to make Ja c fari 
Law a fifth school of Law in Islam and thereby bring about a 
concordance between Sunnism and Shi c ism. Mainly for politi- 
cal reasons, however, his plan was not accepted by the Ottoman 
caliph and did not bear any fruit. A similar attempt is being 
made in certain quarters today as seen by the teaching of 
Ja c farl Law at al-Azhar and different movements for the rap- 
prochement between Sunnism and Shi c ism. 

More essential than the process of codification of the 
Sharl c ah is its actual content and substance. The Sharl c ah pos- 
sesses the quality of totality and comprehensiveness. It encom- 
passes the whole of man’s life so that from the Islamic point of 
view there is no domain that lies outside of it, even if such an 
ideal be not easy to realize completely in human society. The 
lack of words in Arabic, Persian and other languages of the 
Islamic people for temporal or secular matters is due to this 
total nature of the Shari c ah and of course of Islam as a whole. 

Nevertheless, the Divine Law is comprised of branches 
depending on the particular aspect of life with which it is con- 
cerned. Most of the traditional scholars have divided it into two 
branches, one dealing with acts of worship ( c ibadat ) and the 
other treating of transactions ( mu c amalat ). This classical divi- 
sion has led certain modernists to the conclusion that the first 
part of the Sharl c ah can be preserved while the second can be 
secularized or at least changed as one sees fit. From the point 
of view of the Shari c ah, however, these two branches cannot be 
completely divorced from each other. Such acts of worship as 
the congregational prayer or fasting have a definite social 
aspect and involve the whole of the community, whereas how 
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one deals in the market-place directly affects the quality and 
intensity of one’s worship. There is no way to separate com- 
pletely what concerns the relation between man and God from 
mans relation to other men. The two are inextricably inter- 
twined and the spirit of the SharrnM is precisely to preserve 
the nmty of human life, albeit it has branches which apply to 
different domains, individual as well as social. To understand 
the content of the Shari c ah, it is therefore best to analyze its 
ns as the -y pertain to each particular domain of human 

Politically, the Sharl c ah contains definitive teachings 
which form the basis of Islamic political theory. In the Islamic 
view God is ultimately the only legislator. Man has no power to 
make laws outside the Shari'ah; he must obey the laws God 
has sent for him. Therefore, any ideal government from the 
pomt of view of the Shari c ah is devoid of legislative power in 
the Islamic sense. The function of the government is not to leg- 
islate laws but to execute God’s laws. The cardinal reality is the 
presence of the Divine Law which should be administered in 
society. 

As to the question of who the ruler in Islamic society should 
be, classical Sunni and Shi c ite theories differ. For classical 
Twelve-Imam Shi'ism there is no perfect government in the 
absence of the Mahdi or Twelfth Imam. In such a situation a 
monarchy or sultanate that rules with the consent of the 
ulama was considered the best possible or more exactly the 
east imperfect form of government in circumstances which by 
definition cannot be perfect. In Sunnism it was the caliphate 
that is considered as the legitimate form of rule. The caliph 
was the khalifah or vice-gerent not of God but of His Prophet 
and then only of that aspect of the function of the Prophet 
which was concerned with administering the Divine Law The 
function of the caliph was to guard and administer the 
Shari ah, and he stood as the symbol of the rule of the 
Shari ah over human society. Islam is not technically speaking 
a^theocracy but a nomocracy, that is a society ruled by Divine 
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Since there is only one Islamic people or “Muhammadan 
Community” ( ummah muhammadiyyah), naturally there 
should be only one caliph who should rule, over the whole 
ummah. But what is essential to the preservation of the unity 
of the Islamic community is not so much the number of caliphs 
3 the Sharl c ah itself. When one glances over pages of Islamic 
history, it becomes clear that after the first four caliphs, the 
; Umayyads were mostly like ordinary rulers. Some like Yazid 
even broke the tenets of the Shari c ah in their personal lives 
and many of them were tyrants. But the difference between 
them and a modern tyrant is that in the Umayyad period the 
Sharl c ah was nevertheless applied while in modern times in 
many a land the attempt is being made to destroy the Shari c ah 
itself. 

After the Umayyad period the Western lands of Islam 
refused to pay allegiance to the Abbasids and soon there were 
several rulers and even caliphs in the Muslim world. Moreover, 
with the destruction of the Abbasid caliphate by Hiilagii even 
the symbolic political unity of Islam was destroyed. But 
throughout these changes the c ulama 3 , and also the Sufi orders 
in most lands of Islam, succeeded in guarding the Shari c ah 
even before the Mongol onslaught. Therefore, in all these 
instances the unity of Islam was preserved by virtue of the 
preservation of the Sharl c ah. Although there was no longer a 
single political power ruling over the whole Muslim world, the 
same laws were being administered in the courts of Morocco as 
in Northern India. The rule of Divine Law continued to pre- 
serve the unity of the community and to guarantee its Islamic 
nature. 



b: Of course during the course of Islamic history Sunni politi- 

§ cal theory itself was revised in the light of events. With the 
I appearance of powerful kings or sultans who soon became the 
I real rulers of the land and possessed more power than the 
I caliphs, a new situation arose. During the Seljuq period the 
I Sunni political theoreticians recognized instead of the dual 
|( structure of SharTah and caliph, a tripartite political pattern 
I in which there was the Shari c ah, the caliph who symbolized its 
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rule, and the sultan who actually ran the affairs of state. Some 
of the Muslims in India even continued to recite the name of 
the Abbasid caliph in the Friday sermons, as a symbol of the 
rule of the Shari c ah, after the Abbasid caliphate itself had 
been destroyed. The essential element that survived through- 
out the centuries was the Shari c ah, so that the essential nomo- 
cratic nature of Islamic society was maintained and political 
turmoil, even on as colossal a scale as the Mongol invasion, 
were not able to destroy the unity of the Islamic community 
which the Shari c ah both inculcated and preserved. 

In the domain of economics, also, the Sharl c ah contains 
both specific instructions and general principles. It legislates 
certain forms of taxation such as zakdh— and for the Shi c ah 
also khums — which have been paid over the ages by devout 
Muslims. But in general the Sharl c ite laws of taxation have not 
been the only ones to have been applied. Look at land tax for 
example. In Syria, from Umayyad times, taxes were collected 
according to Byzantine precedents and in Persia in accordance 
with Sassanid laws. After the Mongol invasion in certain vil- 
lages land tax was collected even according to Mongol regula- 
tions. 

In a more general sense the economic teachings of the 
Sharl c ah are based on the respect for private property and, at 
the same time, opposition to extreme concentration of wealth in 
the hands of a single person or group. Usury is specifically for- 
bidden and the paying of zakdh itself has the function of “puri- 
fying” one’s wealth ( zakdh itself being derived from the root zky 
meaning “purify”) and also distributing some of it among the 
rest of the members of society through the “Muslim public trea- 
sury {bayt mdl al-muslimin). The emphasis on the sacrosanct 
nature of private property is also clearly stated in the Quran. 
In fact the economic legislation of the Quran could not be 
applied were there to be no private property. According to the 
Sharl c ah man is given the right to own property by God and the 
possession of property is necessary for the fulfillment of his 
soul in this world provided he keeps within the teachings of the 
Shari c ah. Those who interpret the teachings of Islam in a pure- 
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ly socialistic sense oppose the very text of the Quran which 
instructs man as to what he should do with his possessions. The 
Quran could not legislate about property if it did not accept the 
legitimacy of private property. 

Altogether, of all the aspects of the Sharl c ah its political 
and economic teachings are perhaps those that have been least 
perfectly realized throughout Islamic history. But they have 
always stood as the ideal to be reached although they cannot be 
fully achieved considering the imperfections of human nature. 
The general spirit of Shari c ite teachings, however, is deeply 
ingrained in the political aspirations and economic life of 
Muslims. For example, although specific forms of taxation may 
not have been followed and non -Sharl c ite taxes may have been 
levied, the general economic principles of the Sharl c ah have 
been realized to a great extent throughout history among tradi- 
tional merchants and in craft guilds. 

As far as the social teachings of the Shari c ah are concerned, 
they comprise a vast subject which one cannot treat fully here. 
Altogether the Sharl c ah envisages a “dynamic” society, not in 
the modern proletarian sense, but in a traditional one. Before 
the rise of Islam there was an Arab aristocracy as well as a 
Persian one. Islam, by remolding society, did not destroy qual- 
ity but made faith itself the criterion of man’s worth according 
to the well-known Quranic verse, “Lo! the noblest of you, in the 
sight of Allah, is the best in conduct” (49:13). 

By upholding the primary value of religion Islam made it 
possible for man to climb the scale of social “classes” through 
mastery in the religious sciences. A person who was gifted 
could become one of the c ulamd° and enjoy a respect greater 
than that afforded to a prince. Likewise, the Sufi orders have 
preserved a spiritual hierarchy in which the rank of a person 
depends upon his spiritual qualifications and not upon his 
social standing. The Sufi masters and saints have been the 
most venerated of men, respected by king and beggar alike. 

In fact, up to modern times not only has the religious path 
of climbing the social scale been well preserved but learning 
itself has been a way to advance one’s social position. Even if 
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learning and education be secular today, they continue to bear 
the prestige of religious education in the eyes of Muslim soci- 
ety at large. There are numerous men who hold positions of 
power in various Muslim lands whose father or grandfather 
may have been simple store keepers who sent their children to 
school and the children through their own capabilities were 
able to take maximum advantage of the education offered to 
them and have become leading figures in society. This fact is as 
true of Islamic society throughout its history as it is now. How 
many wazirs and even kings has the Islamic world seen who 
became the most powerful figures in the land through their 
own capabilities and not as a result of family background 
alone? The Sharl c ah by stressing the quality of religious faith 
as the criterion of human value created a “dynamic” society, 
one which, however, was not quantitative and did not suppress 
quality in terms of a supposed egalitarianism as we find in so 
many contemporary societies. 

One could in fact say, quoting a contemporary sage, that 
Islam “is a democracy of married monks,” that is, a society in 
which equality exists in the religious sense in that all men are 
priests and stand equally before God as his vice-gerents on 
earth. But he who is more able to realize his real nature and 
function is qualitatively superior to one for whom being in the 
human state is only accidental. The equality of men is not in 
their qualities, which obviously are different from one person 
to the next, but in that for all men the possibility of realizing 
their theomorphic nature and fulfilling the purpose of human 
existence is ever present. 

From the point of view of social structure, the teachings of 
the Shari c ah emphasize the role of the family as the unit of 
society, family in the extended sense not in its atomized mod- 
ern form. The greatest social achievement of the Prophet in 
Medina was precisely in breaking the existing tribal bonds and 
substituting religious ones which were connected on the one 
hand with the totality of the Muslim community and on the 
other with the family. The Muslim family is the miniature of 
the whole of Muslim society and its firm basis. In it the man or 
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father functions as the imam in accordance with the patriar- 
chal nature of Islam. The religious responsibility of the family 
rests upon his shoulders. He is in a sense the priest in that he 
can perform the rites which in other religions are reserved for 
the priestly class. In the family the father upholds the tenets 
of the religion and his authority symbolizes that of God in the 
world. The man is in fact respected in the family precisely 
because of the sacerdotal function that he fulfills. The rebel- 
lion of Muslim women in certain quarters of Islamic society 
came when men themselves ceased to fulfill their religious 
, function and lost their priestly and patriarchal character. By 
• becoming themselves denatured they caused the ensuing reac- 
I, tion of revolt among certain women who no longer felt the 
Jf authority of religion upon themselves. 

& The traditional family is also the unit of stability in society, 
and the four wives that a Muslim can marry, like the four-sided 
Ka c bah, symbolize this stability. Many have not understood 
| why such a family structure is permitted in Islam and attack 
I Islam for it, as if polygamy has been practiced with Islam 
$ alone. Here again modernism carries with it the prejudice of 
.' Christianity against polygamy to the extent that some have 
B even gone so far as to call it immoral and prefer prostitution to 
a social pattern which minimizes all promiscuous relations to 
the extent possible. The problem of the attitude of Western 
observers is not as important as that segment of modernized 
; Muslim society which itself cannot understand the teachings of 
the Sharl c ah on this point, simply because it uses as criteria 
categories borrowed from the modern West. 

There is no doubt that in a small but significant segment of 
1 Muslim society today there is a revolt of women against tradi- 
| tional Islamic society. In every civilization a reaction comes 
always against an existing force or action. The Renaissance 
>: adoration of nature is a direct reaction to the dominant 
medieval Christian conception of nature as a domain of dark- 
I ®ess and evil to be shunned. In Islam also the patriarchal and 
masculine elements in the tradition make the revolt of those 
Women who have become aggressively modernized more violent 
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and virulent than let us say in Hinduism, where the maternal 
element has always been especially emphasized. What many 
modernized Muslim women are doing in rebelling against the 
traditional Muslim family structure is to rebel against fourteen 
centuries of Islam itself, although many may not be aware of 
the inner forces that drive them on. It is the patriarchal aspect 
of Islam that makes the reaction of some modernized women 
today so vehement. Although very limited in number, they are 
in fact, more than many Muslim men, thirsting for all things 
Western. They seek to become modernized in their dress and 
habits with an impetuosity which would be difficult to under- 
stand unless one considers the deep psychological factors 
involved. Such women must, moreover, be clearly distinguished 
from pious women in the Islamic world who are seeking to i 
regain their rights according to the Sharl c ah in situations j 
where, because of local social customs, such rights have been 
denied or partially compromised. 

From the Islamic point of view the question of the equality 
of men and women is meaningless. It is like discussing the 
equality of a rose and jasmine. Each has its own perfume, color, 
shape and beauty. Man and woman are not the same; each has 
particular features and characteristics. Women are not equal to 
men. But then neither are men equal to women. Islam envis- 
ages their roles in society not as competing but as complemen- 
tary. Each has certain duties and functions in accordance with 
his or her nature and constitution. 

Man possesses certain privileges such as social authority j 
and mobility against which he has to perform many heavy J 
duties. First of all he bears most of the economic responsibili- 
ty. It is his duty to support his family completely even if his j 
wife be rich and despite the fact that she might be economical- 
ly completely independent. A woman in traditional Islamic 
society does not have to worry about earning a living. There is 
always the larger family structure in which she can find a 
place and take refuge from social and economic pressures even 
if she has no husband or father. In the extended family system 
a man often supports not only his wife, but also his mother, sis- 
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ters, aunts, in-laws and sometimes even cousins and more dis- 
tant relatives. Therefore, in city life the necessity of having to 
find a job at all costs and having to bear the economic pressure 
of life is lifted from the shoulders of women. As for the coun- 
tryside, the family is itself the economic unit and the work is 
achieved by the larger family or tribal unit together. 

Secondly, a woman does not have to find a husband for her- 
self. She does not have to display her charms and make the 
thousand and one plans through which she hopes to attract a 
future mate. The terrible anxiety of having to find a husband 
and of missing the opportunity if one does not try hard enough 
at the right moment is spared the traditional Muslim woman. 
Being able to remain more true to her own nature, she can 
afford to sit at home and await the suitable match. This usual- 
ly leads to a marriage which, being based on the sense of reli- 
gious duty and enduring family and social correspondence 
between the two sides, is more lasting and ends much more 
rarely in divorce than the marriages which are based on the 
sentiments of the moment that often do not develop into more 
permanent relationships. 

Thirdly, the Muslim woman is spared direct military and 
political responsibility, although in rare cases there have been 
women warriors and rulers. This point may appear as a depri- 
vation to some but in the light of the real needs of feminine 
nature it is easy to see that for most women such duties weigh 
heavily upon them, although there are exceptions. Even in 
modern societies which through the egalitarian process have 
tried to equate men and women, as if there were no difference 
in the two natures, women are usually spared the military 
draft except in extreme circumstances. 

In return for these privileges which the woman receives, 
she has also certain responsibilities of which the most impor- 
tant is to provide a home for her family and to bring up her 
children properly. In the home the woman rules as queen and 
a Muslim man is in a sense the guest of his wife at home. The 
home and the larger family structure in which she lives are for 
’the Muslim woman her world. To be cut off from it would be 
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like being cut off from the world or like dying. She finds the 
meaning of her existence in this extended family structure 
which is constructed so as to give her the maximum possibility 
of realizing her basic needs and fulfilling herself. 

The Sharl c ah therefore envisages the role of men and 
women according to their natures which are complementary. It 
gives the man the privilege of social and political authority and 
movement for which he has to pay by bearing heavy responsi- 
bilities, by protecting his family from all the forces and pres- 
sures of society, economic and otherwise. Although a master in 
the world at large and the priest of his own family, man acts in 
his home as one who recognizes the rule of his wife in this 
domain and respects it. Through mutual understanding and the 
realization of the responsibilities that God has placed on each 
other’s shoulders, traditional Muslim men and women have 
been able to fulfill their personal lives and create a firm fami- 
ly unit which is the basic structure of Muslim society. 

Besides its political, economic and social teachings, the 
Sharl c ah concerns itself with what is most essential to every 
religion, namely the relation between man and God. The most 
central aspect of the Shari c ah is in fact concerned with the 
rites or acts of worship which every Muslim must perform and 
which constitute the ritual and devotional practices of Islam. 
Of these rites the most important are the daily prayers ( saldh ) 
which, as we have seen, are the prop of religion. No act in the 
Shari c ah is as essential as the performance of these prayers. 
They are preceded by a call ( adhan ) and ablutions which mean 
not only a physical purification of the body but also the purifi- 
cation of the soul. Through them the dross of separative exis- 
tence is washed away and man becomes ready to stand before 
God. He suddenly feels as if his body is infused with light and 
is re-instated in its Edenic purity. 

The ablutions are followed by the prayers which take place, 
as is well known, at sunrise, noon, afternoon, sunset and night 
(all the times of prayer being determined astronomically and 
according to the rhythms of nature). The continuous repetition 
of the prayers at particular moments of the day and night 
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serves to break in a systematic fashion this dream of negligence 
in which man lives. Man lives in a dream; he is immersed in the 
w orld and forgetful of God. The canonical prayers interrupt 
this dream at least a few times each day. For a few moments 
they pull man out of that stream of thoughts and sensual 
impressions that is the world and make him stand face to face 
before God. Thus man realizes through these prayers his theo- 
morphic nature, at least as long as he is performing the 
prayers. They become for him a precious shelter in the storm of 
life. Only the saint is able to live in prayer continuously and be 
awake at all times. 

The canonical prayers should not be identified with indi- 
vidual prayers which are often added afterwards. In the canon- 
ical prayers man stands before God as the representative of all 
creatures. He prays for and in the name of all beings. That is 
why, as we have said, the verbs in the verses of the chapter “the 
Opening” ( al-Fatihah ) which constitute the heart of the canon- 
ical prayers are all in the first person plural, not singular. Man 
recites, “Thee (alone) we worship” not “Thee I worship.” In 
these prayers man fulfills his function as the vice-gerent of 
God on earth and prays for all beings. 

The canonical prayers are the heart of the Shari c ah and 
they are obligatory. Such is not the case of the Friday congre- 
gational prayers which are highly recommended especially in 
Sunni Islam but are not obligatory in most schools. The Friday 
prayers serve the function of creating social cohesion among 
believers and also of providing an opportunity for religious 
teachers to deliver moral and religious lessons. They have also 
always been connected with political authority and the name of 
the ruler mentioned in the Friday sermon has traditionally car- 
ried much prestige. Despite their great importance, however, 
the Friday prayers are not on the same level as the daily canon- 
ical prayers that can be performed at home or in a mosque or in 
nature for that matter, nature which is the primordial mosque 
created by God and which provides the perfect background for 
Worship. The Friday prayers must be in a congregation and are 
usually held in a mosque; the canonical prayers can be per- 
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formed anywhere and are absolutely obligatory upon everv 
Muslim. y 

After the saldh or canonical prayers, the second basic act of 
worship that is obligatory for every Muslim— except the sick 
and the traveller— is fasting ( sawm ) during the holy month of 
Ramadan. Fasting is a recommended act in Islam but during 
this particular month it becomes an obligatory religious duty. 
The fasting from the first sign of dawn to sunset is not only 
abstention from food, drink and sexual pleasures but also from 
all evil thoughts and deeds. It is a rigorous means of self-purifi- 
cation. It is as if one were to wear the armor of God against the 
world and introduce the purity of death within one’s body, that 
purity and incorruptibility which are like a crystal, hard and 
immutable yet transparent before light. 

The ordeal of fasting has its spiritual significance first and 
foremost in that man consciously obeys a Divine command. But 
in addition it is the means by which man pulls the reins of his 
animal desires and realizes that he is more than an animal. As 
long as man follows his passions and inclinations completely he 
differs little from the animals, except that they are innocent 
and true to their nature while man is not. It is only when man 
exerts his spiritual will through asceticism against his animal 
inclinations that he realizes his higher nature. Even the sensu- 
al enjoyments become heightened through denial. The full sat- 
isfaction of the senses dulls them. Therefore, the experience of 
this month of fasting makes man more appreciative of the gifts 
that God has bestowed upon him and which he usually takes 
for granted. It is also a period of exercising charity in which 
man shares what he has with those who have less material 
blessings than he. But most of all it is a month of purification, 
a month rich in its graces, one during which the Quran itself 
was revealed, the “Night of Power” ( laylat al-qadr) or descent 
of the Quran falling on one of the last odd nights of Ramadan. 
During this month the gates of heaven are more open and the 
Muslim individual as well as the community are able to purify 
themselves with the aid of Divine grace and renew the spiritu- 
al energy of society. 
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The pilgrimage to Mecca ( hajj ) is another obligatory act 
which may, however, be undertaken only when certain condi- 
tions are fulfilled. A man, if he has the sufficient means, 
ghould once in his lifetime make the pilgrimage to Mecca, 
T which for Islam is the center of the world. The hajj with all the 
ft difficulties that it entailed and still entails, despite modern 
conveniences, is also a means of purification. Man journeys to 
: the Center, to the house of God, there asking pardon for his 
sins and being purified through his repentance and the perfor- 
mance of the rites. Henceforth, he should try to live a devout 
life and when he returns to his homeland he brings the purity 
and grace ( barakah ) of the house of God with him. Something 
of the Center is thus disseminated in the periphery and 
through this yearly act the whole of the Islamic community is 
’ purified. 

The hajj is also a remarkable way of achieving social inte- 
• gration. Every year over the centuries Muslims from all parts 
of the world have met and exchanged both ideas and goods dur- 
ing the hajj. They have realized the vastness of the Islamic 
world and have come to know the other parts of it better. The 
hajj has also played a role of great importance in the dissemi- 
nation of knowledge from one part of the Islamic world to 
another, to the extent that a modem Western scholar has called 
it the first international scientific congress in history? But its 
importance is most of all to unify the Islamic community and 
spread the purity which lies at its heart to its limbs and organs. 

As for the other major rites prescribed by the Shari c ah, 
zakah and jihad or “holy war” as it is known in the West are the 
most important. The first is a way of paying “God’s due” for 
whatever we receive. It is thus a form of sacrifice ( sacer - 
facere — to make sacred), which purifies and makes lawful what 
one spends, giving to man’s economic life a religious sanction. 
The jihad, which means literally exertion in the path of God 
and not war, is an occasional activity when carried out in the 
external sense, not like other rites which are always practiced. 
Its ever present significance lies in the “greater holy struggle” 
i which, as we have had occasion to point out before, is a constant 
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struggle which every Muslim must wage against the evil and 
disruptive tendencies within himself. 

Not only the jihad, but every injunction of the Sharfah \ 
has also an inner and spiritual meaning. The saldh means to 1 
awaken from one’s dream of forgetfulness and remember God i 
always; the fast means to die to one’s passionate self and be 
born in purity; the pilgrimage means to journey from the sur- 
face to the Center of one’s being, for, as so many Sufis have 
said, the heart is the spiritual Ka c bah. The zakdh also implies 
spiritual generosity and nobility. These inner meanings do not 
negate the external teachings of the Sharfah but complement 
and fulfill its spiritual aim. That is why the Shari c ah is the 
necessary and sufficient basis for the spiritual life. Every man 
must accept the Shari c ah in order to be a Muslim. And the 
highest spiritual castle in Islam, that of the greatest sages and 
saints, is based on the firm foundation provided by the 
Shari c ah. Man cannot aspire to the spiritual life, to walking 
upon the path to God ( Tarlqah ), without participating in the i 
Sharl c ah. 

Certain modernists over the past century have tried to S' 
change the Shari c ah, to reopen the gate of ijtihdd, with the aim 
of incorporating modern practices into the Law and limiting the } 
functioning of the Sharl c ah to personal life. All of these activ- 
ities emanate from a particular attitude of spiritual weakness I 
vis-a-vis the world and a surrender to the world. Those who are 
conquered by such a mentality want to make the Shari c ah “con- | 
form to the times,” which means to the whims and fancies of 
men and the ever changing human nature which has made “the 
times.” They do not realize that it is the Sharfah according to 
which society should be modeled not vice versa. They do not 
realize that those who practiced ijtihdd before were devout i 
Muslims who put the interest of Islam before the world and j 
never surrendered its principles to expediency. 

In the Islamic perspective God has revealed the Sharfah to 
man so that through it he can reform himself and his society. 

It is man who is in need of reform not divihely revealed reli- 
gion. The presence of the Sharfah in the world is due to the 
compassion of God for his creatures so that he has sent an all 
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I encompassing Law for them to follow and thereby to gain felic- 
ity in both this world and the next. The Sharl c ah is thus the 

4 ideal Law for human society and the individual. It provides 
meaning for all human activities and integrates human life. It 

II is the norm for the perfect social and human life and the nec- 
8* essary basis for all flights of the spirit from the periphery to 

the Center. To live according to the Shari c ah is to live accord- 
i|- ing to the Divine Will, according to a norm which God has 
willed for man. 



5 



The Tariqah — 
the Spiritual Path and 
its Quranic Roots 



T he Tariqah or Spiritual Path which is usually known as 
Tasawwuf or Sufism is the inner and esoteric dimension 
of Islam and like the Shari c ah has its roots in the Quran 
and prophetic practice. Being the heart of the Islamic message 
it, like the physical heart, is hidden from external view, 
although again like the heart it is the inner source of life and 
the center which coordinates inwardly the whole religious 
organism of Islam. The Tariqah is the most subtle and-difficult 
aspect of Islam to understand in depth from the outside, at the 
same time that its external effect is to be seen in many mani- 
festations of Islamic society and civilization. Our task in this 
chapter is not to discuss the manifestations of Sufism in 
Islamic history but to delineate the essential principles of the 
Tariqah and its Quranic roots. It is to outline the features that 
characterize Islamic spirituality of which the Tariqah is for the 
most part the custodian and for which it provides the means of 
realization. 

As pointed out in the previous chapter, the Sharl c ah is the 
Divine Law by virtue of whose acceptance man becomes a 
Muslim. Only by living according to it can man gain that equi- 
librium which is the necessary basis for entering upon the Path 
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or Tariqah. Only a man who can walk on flat ground can hope 
to climb a mountain. Without participation in the Shari c ah the 
life of the Tariqah would be impossible and in fact the latter is 
interwoven in its practices and attitudes with the practices pre- 
scribed by the Shari c ah. 

Some of the traditional Sufi masters, especially those of the 
Shadhiliyyah order, have used the geometric symbol of a circle 
to depict the relation between these fundamental dimensions of 
Islam. From any point in space there can be generated a circle 
and an indefinite number of radii which connect every point of 
the circumference of the circle of the Center. The circumference 
symbolizes the Sharl c ah whose totality comprises the whole of 
the Islamic community. Every Muslim by virtue of accepting 
the Divine Law is as a point standing on this circle. The radii 
symbolize the Turuq (plural of Tariqah). Each radius is a path 
from the circumference to the Center. As the Sufis say, basing 
themselves on a hadlth, there are as many paths to God as 
there are children of Adam. The Tariqah, which exists in many 
different forms corresponding to different spiritual tempera- 
ments and needs of men, is the radius which connects each 
point to the Center. It is only by virtue of standing on the cir- 
cumference, that is, accepting the Sharl c ah, that man can dis- 
cover before him a radius that leads to the Center. Only in fol- 
lowing the Shari c ah does the possibility of having the door of 
the spiritual life opened become realized. 

Finally, at the Center there is the Haqlqah or Truth which 
is the source of both the Tariqah and the Sharl c ah. Just as geo- 
metrically the point generates both the radii and the circum- 
ference, so does metaphysically the Haqlqah create both the 
Tariqah and the SharTah, that Haqlqah or Center which is 
everywhere and nowhere. The Law and the Way have both been 
brought into being distinct from each other by God who is the 
Truth and both reflect the Center in different ways. To partic- 
ipate in the Sharl c ah is to live in the reflection of the Center or 
Unity, for the circumference is the reflection of the Center. It 
is thus the necessary and sufficient cause for living a whole- 
some life and being “saved.” But there are always those whose 
inner constitution is such that they cannot only live in the 
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reflection of the Center but must seek to reach the Center. 
Their Islam is to walk upon the Path towards the Center. For 
them the Tariqah is providentially the means whereby they can 
attain that final End or Goal, that Haqiqah which is the Origin 
of all things, from which the integral tradition comprising the 
Law and the Way or the circumference and radii originate. 

Although Islam in its totality has been able to preserve 
throughout its history a balance between the two dimensions of 
the Law and the Way, there have been occasionally those who 
have emphasized one at the expense of the other. There have 
been those who have denied the radii in favor of the circumfer- 
ence, who have negated the validity of the Tariqah in the light 
of the Sharl c ah. Some of them have had the function, as custo- 
dians of the Sharl c ah, to defend it and its absolute necessity, 
while on another level they may have accepted or even partici- 
pated in the Tariqah themselves. Such men are called the 
c ulama° al-zahir, the doctors of the Law, whose duty it is to 
guard and preserve the teachings of the Sacred Law. Others 
have gone to the point of negating the Way completely, being 
satisfied solely with an external interpretation of the religion. 
They are the superficial ( qishrl ) c ulama° who would break the 
balance and equilibrium between the exoteric and esoteric 
dimensions were they to dominate the whole of the Islamic 
community. But, although as a reaction against the modern 
West, a certain trend closely connected with such a view has 
gained ascendency in certain quarters, such a point of view has 
never prevailed over the total orthodoxy and has remained a 
peripheral position. For the vast majority of orthodox Muslims, 
the Sufi remains a devout Muslim who is respected for the 
depth of his religious life even if all that he does and practices 
is not known or understood by the rest of the community at 
large. 

From the other side, there have been also those who have 
tried occasionally to break the balance in favor of the Tariqah 
as if it were possible for the Way to exist in the world without 
the Law which serves as its outward shield and protects it from 
the withering influences of the world. In fact so many of the 
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movements which have ended in the creation of a sect or even 
deviation from and break with the total orthodoxy of Islam 
have come about as the attempt to exteriorize esoterism with- 
out the support of the Shari c ah. In general many a pseudo-reli- 
gious and devious sect has begun from an esoteric background 
which, by breaking the protecting mould of the Sharl c ah itself, 
has deviated from its original nature, resulting in either rela- 
tively harmless small sects or positively harmful pseudo-reli- 
gions depending on the climate in which such movements have 
grown. 

Islam in its totality, however, has been able to preserve this 
balance between the exoteric and the esoteric or tafslr and 
ta D wll as far as the Quranic interpretation is concerned. The 
larger orthodoxy of the Islamic community has always been 
able to prevail and prevent either the Law from stifling the 
Way or the Way from breaking the mould of the Law and there- 
by destroying the equilibrium of Islamic society. The religious 
and spiritual vitality of Islam has come from the presence of 
both these dimensions over the ages, which together have con- 
stituted an integral religious tradition capable of creating a 
religious society and the norms of the inner spiritual life. 
According to the well-known Sufi symbol, Islam is like a wal- 
nut of which the shell is like the Shari c ah, the kernel like the 
Tariqah and the oil which is invisible yet everywhere present, 
the Haqlqah. A walnut without a shell could not grow in the 
world of nature and without a kernel would have no end and 
purpose. The Shari c ah without the Tariqah would be like a 
body without a soul, and the Tariqah without the Shari c ah 
would be devoid of an external support and simply could not 
subsist and manifest itself in this world. For the totality of the 
Tradition the one like the other is absolutely necessary. 

Many of the sayings of Sufi masters which on the surface 
seem to break or negate the Sharl c ah must be understood in the 
background of the conditions that prevailed and the audience to 
whom they were addressed. If a Hafiz wrote that one should 
throw away his prayer mat or an Ibn c Arabi wrote that his 
heart was the temple of idol- worshippers, it does not mean that 
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these masters were negating the Divine Law. Actually they 
were addressing an audience for whom the practice of the 
Shari c ah was taken for granted and they were inviting men to 
transcend the world of forms by penetrating into the inner 
meaning of the Shari c ah. There is a world of difference 
between a community where everyone practices the Divine Law 
and one where no one does so. 

Today many want to transcend the world of forms without 
possessing the forms. They want to burn the scrolls, to use a 
Buddhist term, without having the scrolls. But man cannot 
throw away that which he does not possess. The Sufis who were 
inviting men to throw away the external forms were addressing 
persons who already possessed these forms. There was no dan- 
ger of men falling below forms; the Sharl c ah was always pre- 
sent to prevent such a danger. Today they are many who live 
without a religious form and mistake the transcending of forms 
from above with a falling below forms. The Tarlqah cannot be 
reached save through the Sharl c ah and the apparent negation 
of the Path is not the Shari c ah itself but the limiting of the 
Truth to external forms alone. Nothing is further from the 
intention of the Sufis than to break the Shari c ah and to intro- 
duce a kind of individualism and revolt against religious forms 
which some modernists would like to carry out in thq, name of 
Sufism. The freedom which the Tarlqah provides through the 
acceptance and subsequent transcending of the forms of the 
Divine Law is the antipode of the quantitative “freedom” of 
rejecting the Divine Law altogether. One resembles the other 
only in the sense that Satan is the ape of God. Only a simple 
soul or one who does not want to understand can mistake one 
freedom for the other. One cannot reject an exoterism in the 
name of an esoterism which one does not possess. The tree is 
judged by its fruit and no better proof is needed of the futility 
of such an attempt than the bitter fruit that it has borne. 

No better proof is needed of the inner connection between 
the Tarlqah and the Sharl c ah than the fact that in many 
regions of the world Islam spread through Sufism. In most 
regions of India, in Southeast Asia, in China and in much of 
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Africa, Islam first spread through the personal example of Sufi 
masters and the establishment of a Sufi order. Only afterwards 
did the Sharl c ah spread and Islam become widely accepted. 
Had Sufism been an alien intrusion into Islam, as many orien- 
talists would like us to believe, how could it serve as a spear- 
head for the spread of the Shari c ah ? It is the inner link 
between the Law and the Way that has made possible the 
spread of Islam in many areas through the Sufi masters and 
saints who have provided a living example of Islamic spiritual- 
ity. 

The role of the Tarlqah as the inner dimension of the 
Sharl c ah has been even confirmed by some of the authorities 
and founders of the schools of Law who have emphasized its 
importance in purifying Islamic ethics. For example, it is 
recorded of Imam Malik to have said, “He who learns jurispru- 
dence and neglects Sufism becomes a reprobate; he who learns 
Sufism and neglects jurisprudence becomes an apostate; and he 
who combines both attains the realization of the Truth.” 

Also Imam al-Shafi c I has said, “Three things are dear to me 
from your world; giving up of pretense; tempering of the per- 
sonality with kindness; and following the path of the Sufis.” 

Not only an al-Ghazzall who was a doctor of law, theologian 
and Sufi calls the Path followed by the Sufi the best of all 
paths, but even an Ash c arite theologian such as Fakhr al-Din 
al-RazI, who was not himself a Sufi, calls the followers of the 
Tarlqah “those who are occupied with meditation and purifica- 
tion of their souls by bringing about its catharsis from materi- 
al entanglements.” He calls them the best group among men. 

The same could be said of Shi c ite sources with even greater 
emphasis because the sayings of the Imams, especially c Ali, 
which are one of the foundations of Shi c ite Law are also a basis 
of the Spiritual Path. As the representative of esoterism in 
Islam, c All is, after the Prophet, the direct source of the 
Tarlqah in both Shi c ite and S unni Islam. 

As far as the situation of the Tarlqah vis-a-vis Shi c ism and 
Sunnism is concerned, it is a complex relationship which can- 
not be fully explained in just a few words. As a first step in 
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clarifying this relationship, it can be said that there are Sunnis 
who follow tasawwuf, that is, belong to a Tarlqah, and there 
are those who follow only the Sharl c ah. Likewise, there are 
Shi' ites who follow only the Law and those who belong to a 
Tarlqah. Therefore, it can be said that the unity of Sufism or 
the Tarlqah transcends the division between Sunnism and 
Shi c ism, which can be said to constitute together the circum- 
ference of the circle whose radii symbolize the Path. The 
Tarlqah exists in both the Shi c ite and Sunni worlds and is 
adapted in each case to the environment in which it flourishes. 

But the relation is made more complex by the fact that the 
first Shi c ite Imam, c Ali, is the esoteric authority par excellence 
himself and Shi c ite doctrine and theology incorporate, even in 
the formal sphere, definitely esoteric elements. Shi c ism itself 
contains esoteric teachings although it cannot be identified 
with Islamic esoterism or gnosis as such because it has its own 
form of the Shari c ah and exoteric aspect. Therefore, regarding 
this very delicate and complex situation it can be said that on 
the one hand the Tarlqah or Sufism exists within both Sunnism 
and Shi c ism, while on the other hand Shi c ism as a whole is a 
more esoteric interpretation of the Islamic revelation than exo- 
teric Sunnism and contains in its teaching elements akin to 
those of Sufism. 

As far as the final result is concerned the total structure of 
Islam remains unchanged; in both segments of the community, 
the Sunni and the Shi c ite, the Law and the Way, or the 
Shari c ah and the Tarlqah, are present. It can even be said that 
if Shf ism is the “Islam of C A1I,” the grace or harakah of °AlI is 
present in the Sunni world in the Sufi orders as well as the 
craft guilds which have been traditionally linked to the orders. 
The teachings of c AlT and the other Imams which form, after 
the Quran and prophetic Hadlth, the foundation of Shi 0 ism are 
also present in Sufism as it exists in the Sunni world. But these 
teachings are present in Sufism in the Sunni world, not as 
those of the Shi c ite Imams but as teachings of representatives 
of Islamic esoterism as such. It cannot be said that Shi c ism is 
the origin of Sufism. But it can be said that because there is but 
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one source of Islamic esoterism issuing from the revelation and 
the soul of the Prophet and in as much as c Ali stands at the ori- 
gin of Shi c ism, and is at the same time the outstanding repre- 
sentative of Islamic esoterism, the sources of Shi' ism and 
Sufism are nearly the same and they have many elements in 
common. It must not, however, be forgotten that Shi c ism is not 
to be identified solely with Islamic gnosis but that it is a total 
orthodox interpretation of Islam which is meant for a human 
collectivity, and possesses, like Sunnism, both the Shari c ah 
and the Tarlqah. 

Few Western scholars of Islam have realized that the roots 
of the Tarlqah lie in the Quran. Many years ago Massignon 
wrote that it is enough to read the Quran several times to real- 
ize that Sufism or the Tarlqah issues forth from it. 
Margoliouth also admitted to the Quranic origin of Sufism and 
of course Corbin, who had another point of view from that of 
most orientalists and who performed his research on Islam 
with a sense of personal participation, had confirmed this 
essential point many times. A later generation of scholars, such 
men as Michel Chodkiewicz, William Chittick, Carl Ernst and 
Vincent Cornell, have written about Sufism with full aware- 
ness of its Quranic origin as has the well known author on Sufi 
literature A. M. Schimmel. Nevertheless, numerous Western 
authors, perhaps because they do not want to admit to the pres- 
ence of a real spiritual dimension in Islam, have come up with 
all kinds of theories to explain the origin of Sufism, theories 
which actually deal with the outward expressions of Sufism 
and not with the thing itself. 

There are a number of Western theories about the origin of 
Sufism, which seem to become fashionable in a cyclic manner, 
each coming to the fore for a while only to be discredited, fall 
into disrespect and then be resuscitated anew. Sufism has been 
said to have originated as a result of the influence of 
Neoplatonism, Christian monasticism, “the Aryan reaction to a 
Semitic religion,” Zoroastrianism and Manichaeaism, Hindu- 
ism, Buddhism and practically every other conceivable source. 
In each case some formal resemblance or perhaps even histori- 
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cal borrowing of a particular method or expression has been 
paraded around as new proof for the non-Islamic origin of 
Sufism. But almost always what has existed behind all these 
arguments has been the a priori assumption that Islam is not a 
Divine revelation and therefore cannot possibly have a genuine 
spiritual dimension of its own. There is also the age old belief 
in the West that Islam is just a simple and crude “religion of 
the sword” which has molded a social order by force, so that 
everything of a contemplative or metaphysical nature in it 
must have been borrowed externally. 

What is overlooked by all proponents of the external origin 
of the Tarlqah is the actual nature of a spiritual path. A spiri- 
tual path is one through which man is able to transcend his own 
human limitations and approach the Divine. Therefore, the 
path itself cannot be man-made. For man to try to transcend 
human nature by something devised by man himself is logical- 
ly absurd. Anyone who accepts the reality of the spiritual life 
must accept the fact that the spiritual way must contain with- 
in itself a grace which is not man-made, that it must ultimate- 
ly be a path which God has ordained and placed before man to 
follow. 

This basic truth can be applied to Sufism as well. Either the 
Tarlqah in Islam is a spiritual path which can produce sancti- 
ty, whose fruit bears testimony to its Divine origin through the 
spiritual fragrance that it carries; or it is borrowed from out- 
side of Islam, that is, it is borrowed and devised by men and is 
therefore actually man-made in which case it is not a spiritual 
path at all and there is no use talking about it as such. If, how- 
ever, it can produce saints and does possess spiritual efficacy, 
then that grace or barakah which makes spiritual transforma- 
tion possible must be of Divine origin and, moreover, must 
come from the source of the Islamic revelation itself. It must 
possess the “Muhammadan grace” ( al-barakat al-muhamma- 
diyyah), for surely a Christian or Buddhist grace could not pro- 
duce a Muslim saint who is the epitome of the religious genius 
of Islam any more than the “Muhammadan grace” could pro- 
duce a Buddhist or Christian saint. In both cases, however, the 
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grace of another traditional form would be, in exceptional cir- 
cumstances, an aid towards the realization of the spiritual goal. 

For those who deny the authenticity of all spiritual life such 
arguments may not be pertinent, but surely one cannot affirm 
the authenticity of, let us say, Christian spirituality and negate 
that of Islam by appealing to purely historical arguments. In 
each tradition the spiritual tree must have its roots in the ori- 
gins of that tradition. Every Christian would consider as 
absurd the assertion that the spirituality of St. Augustine is 
Greek on account of his knowledge of Platonism and 
Neoplatonism since he knows that St. Augustine became a 
saint not through reading books of the ancient philosophers but 
through the grace of Christ. The Greek sages such as Plato and 
Plotinus provided for him a suitable language to express a 
truth which was Christian. 

Some, however, do not realize that it is just as absurd to 
consider the spirituality of a Hallaj or Ibn c ArabI or RumI non- 
Islamic because they may have spoken of a love that resembles 
the teachings of Christianity or used a certain doctrinal formu- 
lation borrowed from Neoplatonism or Hermeticism. What 
made these men saints was not this or that idea which such and 
such a Greek or Christian sage may have expressed but the 
“Muhammadan barakah,” that real “Divine presence” which 
the methods and techniques of Sufism provide. They are fruits 
of the spiritual tree of Islam and no tree can give fruit unless 
its roots are sunk in the soil that nourishes it. In the case of the 
spiritual tree the “soil” must be the Divine revelation and the 
roots must be that direct bond which links each spiritual man- 
ifestation in a religious tradition to its origin. 

To consider a somewhat different case, everyone knows that 
Sufism was influential in certain medieval Bhakti movements 
in India and some of the Hindu saints have composed mystical 
poetry based on Persian Sufi poems. But if these men were 
really saints and holy men, when they sat down and invoked 
“Rama” or some other Divine Name, it must have been the 
grace issuing from the Hindu tradition that was present and 
displayed its efficacy by turning them into holy men and saints 
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who are considered by the Hindus as the incarnation of the 
spiritual genius of Hinduism. It is not Sufi poetry that turns 
them into saints but the living presence of a spiritual current 
issuing from Hinduism itself, although in the case of medieval 
India, where two great religious traditions lived side by side, a 
person was touched sometimes by the grace of a spiritual figure 
from the other tradition. Yet, here again such an experience 
only affirms the fact that each tradition possessed its own spir- 
itual norm which became fully displayed in its great saints. 

If so much space has been devoted here to the refutation of 
the common orientalists’ view of the origin of Sufism, it is 
because such a view distorts the vision of the whole structure 
of Islam and makes impossible the true appreciation of Sufism. 
Once Sufism is made to be a foreign borrowing, then Islam 
itself becomes, in foreign eyes, solely as a legal and socio-polit- 
ical system which no longer appeals to the deepest spiritual 
urge of man. The reason for the relative neglect of the study of 
Islam in the field of comparative religion today is precisely 
because its more contemplative aspects are neglected and often 
dismissed as not genuine. Also, Sufism itself cannot be appre- 
ciated in its true light and taken seriously until it is realized 
that the Tariqah, the esoteric dimension of Islam, has its roots 
in the Quran, and like all aspects of Islamic orthodoxy, is based 
on the twin sources of the Quran and Hadlth. 

Before turning to an examination of how the Tariqah is 
grounded in the Quran, it is of some importance to specify the 
meaning of the names given to those who follow the spiritual 
Way. As the Tariqah itself means the Way, so does Sufism or 
tasawwuf in Arabic denote that Divine Wisdom ( al-hikmat al- 
ilahiyyah ) which is preserved and propagated within the 
Tariqah. Whatever the etymological origin of tasawwuf may 
have been — whether it is derived from suf (wool), which the 
early Sufis wore, or safa ° (purity), which they tried to realize or 
many other words which have been discussed in medieval and 
modern sources — its metaphysical significance is precisely 
“Divine Wisdom.” In fact in the science of numerical symbolism 
( al-jafr ) connected with the Arabic alphabet, tasawwuf is 
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numerically equivalent to “Divine Wisdom.” The Sufis them- 
selves consider sufi too central and sublime a term to have been 
derived etymologically from any other word. 

He who participates in tasawwuf is called faqlr, or poor, 
according to the Quranic verse: “And Allah is the Rich, and ye 
are the poor” (47:38), poor being understood in the sense of the 
words of Christ “Blessed are the poor in spirit.” The faqlr seeks 
to realize the “Muhammadan poverty” ( al-faqr al-muhamma- 
di), that is, to realize that he has nothing, all comes from Allah; 
to realize that metaphysically he is nothing; Allah is the one 
and only Being. In the languages of the Islamic peoples a faqlr 
is not called a Sufi. That would be impolite, for a Sufi is one 
who has already realized the end of the Path, the Supreme 
Union. Rather, he is called a mutasawwif, he who participates 
in tasawwuf. And then there are always those who only play 
with the teachings of Sufism without really participating in 
them. Such a person is called the mustaswif (he who pretends 
to Sufism) who, as a Sufi master has said, is like a fly flying 
around sweets. 

Of course the Sufis are also called by many other names 
such as the “people of the Way” (ahl al- tarlqah), the “people 
who learn through allusion” {ahl al-ishdrah), the “people of the 
heart” ( ahl-i dil in Persian) and many other appellations, each 
of which corresponds to a certain aspect of the reality of 
Sufism. The faqlr is also called in Persian darwlsh (from which 
comes the English word dervish) and this term is used in gen- 
eral in other languages of the eastern lands of Islam. He is also 
called the murid (he who seeks or wills to follow the Tarlqah). 
The spiritual master, whose presence is absolutely essential as 
the guide on the perilous journey towards spiritual realization, 
is also known by several names such as shaykh (elder or mas- 
ter), murshid (he who guides), murad (he who is sought) and in 
Persian plr (meaning, again, elder). These are all technical 
terms belonging to the vocabulary of Sufism, each of which 
denotes an aspect of the spiritual life. 

If we have avoided calling Sufism “Islamic mysticism” it is 
only because of the “passive” and “anti-intellectual” color that 
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this word has come to possess in most contemporary European 
languages as a result of several centuries of struggle between 
Christianity and rationalism, and also the passive nature of 
much of Christian mysticism. Sufism is an active participation 
in the spiritual path and is intellectual in the real meaning of 
this word. Contemplation in Sufism is the highest form of 
activity and in fact Sufism has always integrated the active 
and contemplative lives. That is why many Sufis have been 
teachers and scholars, artists and scientists, and even states- 
men and soldiers. If we were to use mysticism in its origi na l 
sense as that which is concerned with the “Divine Mysteries” 
and consider as mystics men and women such as St. Augustine, 
Hildegard of Bingen, Eckhart or St. Gregory of Palamas, then 
we could certainly call Sufism Islamic mysticism and the Sufis 
mystics. But then the current color given to this word would 
have to be removed and its original meaning re-instated. In any 
case it must be remembered that to practice Sufism is to follow 
a spiritual path based on the Quran and prophetic practice 
actively with the aim of gaining that illuminative knowledge 
(al- c irfan) which is the ultimate goal of the Way. In fact Sufism 
is sometimes called ma c rifah or c irfan, especially when its doc- 
trinal aspect is under consideration. 

The Tariqah has its roots in the Quran and prophetic 
Hadlth in both doctrine and practice. Doctrinally the Sufi seeks 
to realize the meaning of the Shahadah, La ilaha illa' J Llah, 
and practically he seeks to emulate the life of the Prophet who 
is the prototype of Islamic spirituality and who realized the 
unity or tawhid implied by the Shahadah in its fullness. The 
Sufi begins by asking what does it really mean to say La ilaha 
illa°Lldh. He discovers the answer by living a life in conformi- 
ty with the example set by the Prophet who had fully realized 
the import of this testament. Tasawwuf begins with the quest 
after the ultimate meaning of the fundamental doctrinal for- 
mulation of Islam. 

The realization of Unity as contained in the Shahadah is 
achieved by the Sufi precisely through basing his life on that of 
the Prophet who is the prototype of the spiritual life in Islam. 
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No group of people in Islamic society have ever sought to emu- 
late thehfe of the Prophet with the same rigor and intensity as 
the Sufis. Not only do the Sufis seek to live in their daily life 
according to prophetic Sunnah, but they also walk upon the 
Path in quest of the spiritual experience whose perfect norm i s 
the nocturnal ascent ( al-mi c rdj ) of the Prophet. 

On a certain night, while in Mecca, the Prophet was taken 
to Jerusalem and there ascended through the heavens, or the 
multiple states of being which the concentric heavens of tradi- 
tional astronomy symbolize, to the Divine Presence itself 
Accompanied by the archangel Gabriel, who was his guide, the 
Prophet journeyed through all the worlds until he reached a 
limit when the archangel refused to pass any further, saying 
that if he were to proceed further his wings would “burn” 
implying that the final stage of the journey was beyond even 
the highest degree of manifestation which is that of the 
archangel. Moreover, the Prophet accomplished this journey 
not only “mentally” or “spiritually” but also “physically.” This 
implies that the journey symbolizes the integration of his whole 
being including the body just as resurrection is also bodily and, 
in another context, the Quran was received in the body of the 
Prophet. 

This mi c raj or ascension is the prototype of the spiritual 
i? Uri J e „ y of the Sufi who can > however, hope to accomplish it in 
tins hfe only spiritually and not with his total being including 
the body. To journey from one stage of being to another, ascend- 
ing the ladder of the universal hierarchy of being to the Divine 
Presence, is the goal of the Tariqah, and it is based on the 
example of the Prophet. Many a Sufi has written of the spiri- 
tual significance of the nocturnal ascent such as the great 
Persian Sufi poet Sana 3 ! whose Mi c raj-ndmah (“Treatise of the 
Nocturnal Ascent”) along with certain other Sufi sources served 
as an inspiration for Dante. The Florentine poet in his Divine 
Comedy 'employs the symbolism of journeying through the cos- 
mos to depict the ascension of the soul towards God, describing 
a cosmos which, however, is Christian although the architec- 
tonic model Dante used came from Islamic sources. 
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Not only is the practice of the Sufis or people of the Tarlqah 
based on the life and example of the Prophet, but its founda- 
tion lies in the Quran itself which speaks of islam (surrender), 
Ifjnan (faith), and ihsan (virtue). Also in the famous hadith of 
Gabriel the Prophet was asked what religion ( al-dln ) is. He 
^answered that it is comprised of the three elements of islam, 
Iman and ihsan, the first of which has given its name to the 
•religious tradition itself. Everyone who accepts this religion 
and surrenders hitnself to the Divine Will practicing the pro- 
scribed rites is called muslim but not every Muslim is a 
mu°min or can call himself so. Iman is a stronger degree of par- 
ticipation in the religion implying intense faith and attachment 
to God. As for ihsan, it is an even more profound penetration 
into the heart of the revelation through the possession of that 
“virtue” which is not given to all. It is, in fact, that reality which 
the Tarlqah contains and seeks to inculcate in those who follow 
it. 

Iman is essentially faith in Divine Unity and acceptance of 
His prophets, revealed scriptures and the day of judgment and 
islam submission to the Divine Will. Ihsan operates upon these 
two fundamental elements of the religion and transforms them 
into what is known as tasawwuf. In fact, the Sufi masters have 
over the ages defined Sufism by the answer given by the 
Prophet in the hadith of Gabriel when asked about the defini- 
tion of ihsan where the Prophet said: “Ihsan is to adore Allah 
as though thou didst see him, and if thou doest not see him he 
nonetheless sees thee.” This definition is essentially also that 
of Sufism. 

What the Tarlqah teaches is precisely to worship God with 
the awareness that we are in His proximity and therefore “see” 
Him or that He is always watching us and we are always stand- 
ing before Him. It seeks to bring the disciple into the awareness 
that he is always living in the Divine Presence. Tasawwuf 
applies this virtue or ihsan to both Iman and islam. Iman, when 
transformed by ihsan, becomes that illuminative knowledge 
that unites, that gnosis ifirfan or ma c rifah) which penetrates 
and transforms man. Islam, when seen in the light of ihsan. 
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becomes extinction in the Divine ( al-fana °), the realization that 
before God we are nothing and He is everything. 

Many a Sufi master has identified ihsan with sincerity 
(■ ikhlas ) in religion. To possess this sincerity is to make one’s 
religion central and to try to penetrate into its inner meaning 
with all one’s being. Applied to the first Shahadah, Ld ildha 
illa J Llah, it becomes the means of attaining knowledge. All of 
metaphysics, all of the doctrine of the Tarlqah, is contained in 
the Shahadah and can be understood when seen with the eye of 
ikhlas or ihsan. Applied to the second Shahadah, Muhamma- 
dun rasul Allah, it provides the spiritual virtues and attitudes 
which the Tarlqah seeks to inculcate and which alone make the 
realization of the Truth possible. The Tarlqah, therefore, con- 
tains two basic elements and two kinds of teachings, a doctrine 
about the nature of reality or metaphysics and a spiritual 
instruction about the spiritual practice and stages of the Path. 
Every Sufi text, in fact, is either the exposition of metaphysics 
and cosmology or the explanation of the spiritual virtues whose 
attainment leads man towards sanctity and the realization of 
his “God-like” nature. 

Sufism, like every true spiritual way, is thus based on a doc- 
trine and a method, on discernment and union. The doctrine 
teaches essentially that only God is absolutely Real; everything 
else is relative. It is a means of discernment. The method teach- 
es the means of uniting with the Real. It contains the means of 
union. Both the doctrine and the method are essential and both 
issue from the two Shahadahs as seen in the light of that “sin- 
cerity” or “virtue” that belongs to the Tarlqah. 

It can also be said that from another point of view the Way 
contains three elements all of which are necessary: doctrine, 
spiritual virtues and a spiritual alchemy, or means of trans- 
forming the soul and enabling it to realize the virtues and pen- 
etrate the doctrine. The Tarlqah contains all these elements 
which derive from the source of the revelation. Not only the 
doctrine and the virtues come from the Quran and prophetic 
Sunnah, but also that grace which is indispensable for the real- 
ization of the spiritual alchemy issues from the Prophet. It is 
that “Muhammadan grace” ( al-barakat al-muhammadiyyah), 
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contained in the Tariqah, that makes the spiritual journey pos- 
sible. Together with the doctrine, the spiritual virtues consti- 
tute the spiritual Way in Islam, whose end is the realization of 
t, unity through “Muhammadan poverty.” 

I The doctrine should not, however, be mistaken for philoso- 
S phy as this term is usually used in Western languages, 
although in the eastern lands of Islam philosophy, when con- 
nected with the name of such sages as Suhrawardil and Mulla 
L Sadra, is essentially wisdom or hikmah and therefore closely 
related to Sufi doctrine. The doctrine connected with the 
Tariqah is not rationalistic philosophy in the sense that it does 
not seek to encompass reality in a rationalistic system. Rather, 
in its external formulation, it is theory ( theoria ) in the original 
Greek sense of vision and as it is still understood in Hesychasm 
in Christianity. It is an intellectual vision of the Truth along 
W with a vision of the anatomy of the Universe and man’s situa- 
tion in it as well as of the Divine Attributes and Qualities. And 
Jt it is a vision made possible through the instrument of the intel- 
l| , lect. 

a The tragedy of modem Western philosophy lies, from the 
Islamic point of view, in confusing intellect and reason. The 
intellect to which the Sufi doctrine appeals and through which 
| it is understood is that instrument of knowledge which per- 
ceives directly. It is not reason which is, at best, its mental 
image. Intellectus is not ratio. The latter can create and under- 
t, stand philosophy in the usual meaning of the word; only the 
former can understand metaphysics in its true sense which lies 
at the heart of the doctrine. To comprehend the doctrine is 
f therefore not just to try to conform ideas to a rationalistic pat- 
pi. tern. Nor is it to play with ideas and seek to perform any kind 
of mental acrobatics. It is a contemplative vision of the nature 
of things made possible through intellection. The doctrine or 
metaphysics would be the easiest thing to teach if all men could 
understand metaphysically as easily as they can reason. But in 
fact it is most difficult to explain precisely because only a few 
are capable of intellection. That is why even within the Tariqah 
only a small number are capable of fully comprehending the 
doctrine. 
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Doctrine is in a sense the beginning and end of the Path. It 
comes at the beginning as a knowledge that is “theoretical” and 
at the end as one that is realized and lived. Between the two 
there is a world of difference. Every doctrinal work of Sufism 
is like a key with which a particular door is opened and through 
which the traveller must pass until finally, at the end of the 
road, he realizes in his being the doctrine that he knew “theo- 
retically” at the beginning. There are those who belittle doc- 
trine in the name of experience. But doctrine is absolutely 
essential, especially at the beginning of the Path when man is 
lost in the maze of distracting thoughts, and especially in mod- 
ern times when the confusion in the mental plane makes the 
possession of a clear vision of the nature of things indispens- 
able. The doctrine at the beginning is like the map of a moun- 
tain to be climbed. At the end it is the intimate knowledge of 
the mountain gained through the actual experience of having 
climbed it. 

Also, in the same way that different descriptions can be 
given of a mountain depending on the angle from which it is 
being viewed, doctrine is often expressed in terms that may 
seem contradictory in certain external aspects. But the subject 
of all the descriptions is the mountain and the content of all the 
expressions of doctrine is the Truth which each formulation 
expresses from a certain point of view. In metaphysical doc- 
trines there is no innate opposition, as in schools of philosophy, 
but complementary forms that reveal the same essence. 

All doctrine, as already stated, is essentially the distinction 
between the Real and the apparent, the Absolute and relative, 
or substance and accidents. Its cardinal teaching is that only 
Allah is absolutely Real and consequently that this world in 
which man lives is contingent. Between God, who transcends 
even Being and whose first determination is Pure Being, and 
this world, which is farthest away from It, there are located a 
number of other worlds each standing hierarchically above the 
other in the scale of universal existence. Together they com- 
prise the multiple states of being, which all receive their being 
from God, while before Him they are literally nothing. Man 
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thus stands before this vast number of worlds above him, and 
beyond them before the Divine Presence Itself which, although 
completely transcendent with respect to all domains of the 
Universe, is closer to man than his jugular vein. 

The central doctrine concerning the ultimate nature of real- 
ity has usually been called wahdat al-wujud or the (transcen- 
dent) unity of Being. This cardinal doctrine, which is not pan- 
theism, nor panentheism, nor natural mysticism as Western 
orientalists have called it, is the direct consequence of the 
Shahadah. It asserts that there cannot be two completely inde- 
pendent orders of reality or being, which would be sheer poly- 
theism or shirk. Therefore, to the extent that anything has 
being it cannot be other than the Absolute Being. The 
Shahadah in fact begins with the la, or negation, in order to 
absolve Reality of all otherness and multiplicity. The relation 
between God and the orders of existence is not just a logical one 
in which if one thing is equal to another the other is equal to 
the first. Through that mystery that lies in the heart of creation 
itself, everything is, in essence, identified with God while God 
infinitely transcends everything. To understand this doctrine 
intellectually is to possess contemplative intelligence; to real- 
ize it fully is to be a saint who alone sees “God everywhere.” 

Next in importance to the Unity of Being is the doctrine of 
Universal Man ( al-insan al-kamil), which is its concomitant. 
Man, as envisaged in Sufism is not just “the rational animal” as 
usually understood, but a being who possesses in himself all 
the multiple states of being, although the vast majority of men 
are not aware of the amplitude of their nature and the possi- 
bilities that they bear within themselves. Only the saint real- 
izes the totality of the nature of Universal Man and thereby 
becomes the perfect mirror in which God contemplates 
Himself. God created the world so that He might be known 
according to the sacred hadlth, “I was a hidden treasure; I 
wanted to be known, therefore, I created the world so that I 
Would be known.” The Universal Man is the mirror in which the 
Divine Names and Qualities are fully reflected and through 
which the purpose of creation itself is fulfilled. 



134 Ideals and Realities of Islam 



The multiple states of being which man bears within him- 
self make him a counterpart of the Universe, and for this rea- 
son one is called the microcosm and the other the macrocosm. 
Both reflect in their being and symbolism the Metacosm which 
is their source. This metaphysical reality is prefigured in 
medieval cosmology in which, in the Universe, the earth stands 
at the center surrounded by concentric spheres each of which 
symbolizes a degree of being which approaches God in an 
ascending order. At the highest sphere stands the First 
Intellect or Spirit (Rah), above which there is the Divine 
Presence Itself. Within man the order is present but reversed 
in the sense that the “earth,” or the most material part of him, 
is the body, which is also the most outward shell. Within lies 
the psyche, which in turn surrounds the inner soul, leading 
finally to the Spirit which reigns in the innermost center or 
heart of man. The heart is in fact called the “Throne of the 
Compassionate” ( c arsh al-rahman), like the highest heaven. 
Man is constituted in such a way that he occupies a central 
position in the world and is able to realize the Truth contained 
in the doctrine by realizing the totality of the nature of 
Universal Man. Such a potentiality is always present and can 
become actualized if a person undergoes the spiritual discipline 
of the Tarlqah and realizes the spiritual virtues which are 
human ways of being in conformity with the Truth and realiz- 
ing the Truth in oneself. 

The spiritual virtues are, alongside with the doctrine, the 
indispensable element of the Tarlqah. They are the means 
through which man can attain the saintly life. The virtues in 
the Tarlqah are not, of course, the over-sentimentalized virtues 
which one finds in many religious circles in the West today and 
which have driven many an intelligent person away from reli- 
gion. They are rather a manner of “being” the Truth, as the doc- 
trine is a manner of knowing It. Ultimately all virtues belong 
to God. That is why without the spiritual virtues it is not pos- 
sible to realize the Truth in one’s life and in the substance of 
one’s soul. Man is not just a mind that thinks, but a creature 
that exists. Therefore, both his knowledge and his existence 
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have to be transformed. The virtues are essentially Divine and 
not just man-made moral attitudes; they are “manners of 
being,” which transform man’s existence in conformity with his 
inner nature. They are apophatic virtues which must be real- 
ized if man is to bear the fragrance of spirituality. 

The cardinal spiritual virtues in tasawwuf, which, in fact, 
characterize spiritual life as such, are humility, charity and 
truthfulness, which are in essence the same virtues that char- 
acterize the Prophet. Humility in Islam does not mean a senti- 
mental attitude of meekness which hides the pride of the ego. 
Nor does it mean the hatred of intelligence, as is so often seen 
in certain strands of Western religious thought today. There 
are those who hate intelligence in the name of humility and 
even consider gnosis as pride as if the gnostic were not called 
“he who knows by God” ( al- c arif bi J Llah), therefore, one who 
knows God through God Himself and not through purely 
human knowledge. To hate the intelligence is to hate the most 
precious gift that God has given to man. It is in Christian terms 
to sin against the Holy Ghost, and it is the attitude farthest 
removed from the real meaning of humility in tasawwuf. 

Humility as a spiritual virtue means to realize that God is 
everything and we are nothing, and on another level that our 
neighbor — which means not only man but every creature in the 
Universe — can teach us something through possessing a per- 
fection which we do not have. It means that vis-a-vis God we 
realize our impotence and see the “nothingness” of the human 
before the Divine. With regard to our neighbor it means to live 
in constant awareness that, however perfect we might be, oth- 
ers have certain perfections that we lack, and therefore we 
should be humble before them. Humility is against that pride 
which blinds the ego to its own limitations so that it seeks to 
assert itself, not only before man, but even before God, forget- 
ting its own pettiness and its utter reliance upon the Divine 
before whose majesty man is reduced to non-existence. 

As for charity, as a spiritual virtue it is not that quantita- 
tive and materialistic charity that is so prevalent today. Many 
want to be charitable towards men without the concomitant 
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attitude of reverence towards God. Thus man who is the subject 
of charity becomes a two-legged animal whose physical needs 
alone are considered and his deeper needs, such as beauty and 
love, become ignored or are relegated to the category of luxu- 
ries. There is no common measure between spiritual charity, 
the charity of the saints, and the humanistic and materialistic 
charity that ultimately reduces man to the infra-human and 
which provides him with food and clothing while depriving him 
of shelter in the real meaning of that word. It teaches him how 
to walk, while depriving him of his eyesight, which alone could 
tell him where to go. 

Islam considers the whole of man and believes that one 
should either concern oneself with the whole man or not both- 
er to concern oneself with him at all. A charity which concerns 
itself only with the animal needs of man ends in doing more 
harm to him than no charity at all. The charity which is culti- 
vated in the Tarlqah is, in fact, concerned not only with the 
external act and the moral attitude connected with it but also, 
and most of all, with a state of being. Man must be charitable! 
not because of any altruistic motives, but because ultimately he 
is himself in need of it, because it is in the nature of things. 

The carnal soul of man or his separative existence weighs 
heavily upon his shoulders. Only the saint is able to offer his 
soul in sacrifice to God. And in giving himself to God the saint 
performs the greatest act of charity even if he were not to feed 
a single mouth. His presence in society alone is the highest 
charity for the human collectivity. As for other men, it is the act 
of performing a good deed that lifts the heavy burden of their 
carnal soul ( al-nafs al-ammdrah). In giving himself to others 
man is himself uplifted. However, this act of charity has a spir- 
itual efficacy only when it is done with the awareness that all 
good comes from God and that without Him no act can be truly 
charitable. One must realize that the Universe is ultimately 
one and that man finds in all things his own inner self. Man 
must realize that in giving himself to God he gives himself to 
his neighbor and in offering himself to others he is offering his 
soul to God. Spiritual charity implies a melting of the solidified 
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soul so that it flows and expands to embrace all things. If 
humility is the death of something in the soul or its contraction 
(inqibacl), so is spiritual charity an expansion (inbisat), through 
which man realizes his oneness with all beings, including not 
only men but all creatures. 

•: The third virtue, sincerity ( ikhlas ), or truthfulness ( sidq ), is 

the culmination of the other two and is based upon them. This 
virtue, which in general characterizes Islam itself, means to 
see things as they are, in their true nature which does not veil 
but reveals the Divine. It means to see God everywhere. There 
is a hadlth according to which the Prophet saw nothing without 
seeing God before it, in it and after it. This is perfect sincerity. 
Truthfulness or sincerity is, therefore, the virtue by means of 
which man realizes unity or tawhld and lives in the constant 
presence of God. By acquiring this virtue he actually realizes as 
experience whose doctrine he comes to know “theoretically” at 
the beginning of the Path. 

The operational technique of the Tarlqah for the realization 
of the virtues and the doctrine is based on the Islamic concep- 
tion of man which has been outlined already. God created man 
“upon His own image {surah)” by virtue of which he possesses 
this theomorphic nature that so many men ignore although it 
exists within them. As a result of possessing this nature, man 
is given certain qualities which, in their fullness, belong to God 
alone. God is Alive ( hayy ), therefore man is given life. He has 
Will, therefore man is given free will, and He has the Quality 
of Speech or the Word ( kalimah ), so that man is given the 
power of speech. The Tarlqah bases its techniques on medita- 
tion upon those very Divine Qualities which are reflected in 
man but which, in their perfection, belong to God alone. 

The Quran asserts that God created the world through His 
Word. “But His command, when He intendeth a thing, is only 
that He saith unto it: “Be” and it is” (36:81). The Divine Word, 
therefore, performs two functions; it creates and it transmits 
the Truth. The world was created by the Word and all revela- 
tion comes from the Word or Logos. It is also through the Word 
and the power of speech that man returns to God. 
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Human speech has the ability to express the Truth and of 
transforming man, thus “reversing” the process of creation 
from the point of view of its being separation and elongation 
from the Divine. According to Sufism, human speech has essen- 
tially two functions: to give a discourse on some aspect of Truth 
or to pray, the first corresponding to the function of the Divine 
Word as bringer of revelation and the second to its power of cre- 
ating the world. In fact the very substance of the world is 
prayer , existence is “prayer.” The world was brought into 
being by the “Breath of the Compassionate” ( nafas al-rahmdn ) 
so that its ultimate substance is the “Breath,” which, in the 
human state, is connected intimately with speech and also 
prayer. 

The primary spiritual technique of Sufism is therefore 
prayer, through which man returns to God, prayer in its most 
universal sense as it becomes ultimately unified with the 
rhythm of life itself. Prayer is essentially the remembrance of 
God ( dhikr ). It is in fact extremely significant that in Arabic 
the word dhikr, which is the basic technique of Sufism, means 
both invocation and remembrance. Invocation of a ' Divine 
Name, which is the most universal form of prayer and exists in 
other traditions as well, also brings about the remembrance of 
God and an awakening from the dream of forgetfulness. Prayer 
m this sense makes and transforms man until he himself 
becomes “prayer,” identified with the dhikr which becomes his 
real nature and in which he discovers who he really is. 

There are many verses of the Quran instructing men to 
invoke the Name of God, which in a spiritual sense can, how- 
ever, be practiced only under the guidance of a master and 
through the aid of the discipline offered by the Tarlqah. Man 
is, m fact, guaranteed in the Quran that this is the means to 
approach God, for the Quran asserts: “Therefore remember Me, 

I will remember you” (2:152). Likewise, there are many hadlth 
concerning the importance of invocation, of which the following 
hadith qudsi is an example: “He who mentions Me in himself I 
will mention him in Myself, and he who mentions Me in an 
assembly, him I will mention in an assembly better than his 
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[i.e., in Heaven].” 

These Quranic and prophetic sources are the traditional 

I l>asis for the Sufi practice of dhikr in all its forms. Through the 
■practice of invocation man realizes the spiritual virtues and the 
doctrine and ultimately awakens from all dreaming, realizing 
his true nature and real self above and beyond all domains of 
contingency and limitation. If before he was man ( insan ) 
because of his nisyan or forgetfulness, now he becomes insan in 
.. the true sense because of his uns or familiarity with the Divine. 
The means of dispensing the spiritual method is contained 
in Islam within the Sufi orders or Turuq. These orders have 
preserved the means of spiritual realization from one genera- 
1 tion to the next. In fact the efficacy of the method is guaranteed 
■■ only by that regularity of the initiatic chain ( silsilah ) which 

( goes back to the Prophet himself and transmits his particular 
barakah and initiatic power from generation to generation. The 
esoteric instructions of the Prophet were given to only a few 
companions who are the first Sufis. Only later, in the third 
Islamic century, did these groups become formalized into cir- 
cles identified with a particular master. In conformity with the 
nature of the Islamic revelation, the circles of the Tariqah and 
the schools of the Sharl c ah became distinct and formalized at 
f about the same time, although both reach back to the origin of 
I the Islamic revelation and begin with the Prophet himself. As 
1 for the formal Sufi orders, they were organized some two to 
three centuries later. 

It is the regularity of initiatic transmission within the Sufi 
./;■ orders that permits the “spiritual presence” or barakah to be 
l ever alive and to operate the transmutation of the soul from the 
I chaotic to the illuminated state. The methods of Sufism can, in 
f fact, be practiced with safety only under the direction of a mas- 
§| ter and within an order. Otherwise, they can cause the deepest 
ft psychic disequilibrium. The danger of a fall in mountain climb- 

I ing is much greater than when one walks on flat ground and it 
is in climbing a mountain, both the physical and spiritual, that 
man needs a guide unless he has himself climbed before and 
has become in turn a guide for others. 
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The importance of the Turuq even on the social and exter- 
nal plane has been so immense in Islamic history that no stu- 
dent of any aspect of Islam can afford to neglect it. The rela- 
tion of the orders with the craft guilds, with learning, with cer- 
tain orders of chivalry and with the perennial renovation of the 
social ethics of Islamic society are too obvious to be overlooked. 
But the most important role of the Tarlqah is that it is the dis- 
penser of that method and grace that make the spiritual life 
possible. Rooted in the Quran and the Shari c ah it is like a tree 
whose branches stretch outward towards Heaven. Its function 
has always been to reveal the inner meaning of the Shari c ah, 
to bring man to understand what it really means to be the slave 
( c abd ) of God, namely, to realize that He is everything and we 
are nothing. 

The Tarlqah is based on a doctrine that is essentially a com- 
mentary upon the two Shahadahs, a set of spiritual virtues 
which are those that the Prophet possessed in their fullness, 
and on a method which is intimately connected with the rites of 
the Sharl c ah and carries the meaning of prayer to its most uni- 
versal and inward level. Its method and outlook combine fear, 
love and knowledge of God, all of which play a role in man’s 
realization of his own spiritual nature. The Tarlqah is the Way 
of sanctity in Islam and it is the Tarlqah that has produced 
saints over the centuries to the present day, saints who keep 
society together and rejuvenate its religious life by revitalizing 
it from within with the spiritual forces which have brought the 
religion itself into being. The perfume of Islamic spirituality is 
never divorced from the life of those who walk upon the Way or 
the Tarlqah and who realize that supreme state of spiritual 
perfection which is man’s end and the final purpose of his exis- 
tence. 



6 



Sunnism and Shi c ism — 
Twelve-Imam 
Shi c ism and Isma c ilism 



S ince every religion addresses a collectivity with varying 
psychological and spiritual temperaments, it must pos- 
sess within itself the possibility of different interpreta- 
tions. By bearing within itself, providentially, several modes of 
interpretation of the same truth, it is able to integrate a multi- 
plicity into unity and to create a religious civilization. In tradi- 
tional and pre-modern Christianity one finds the Catholic and 
Orthodox churches, not to speak of the smaller eastern church- 
es such as the Coptic and Maronite. And outside the Abrahamic 
family there is Buddhism with its two major schools of 
Mahay ana and Theravada and in addition the Tibetan form. 
Without the Mahayana, or northern school, it is doubtful 
whether this tradition could have become dominant in the Far 
East. Likewise, Hinduism which, like a vast sea, contains with- 
in itself numerous spiritual forms, is again divided into the 
Shaivite and Vaishnavite interpretations to suit different spir- 
itual temperaments. 

In Islam, which is a world-wide religion meant for various 
ethnic and racial types, there also existed from the beginning 
the possibility of two different perspectives. Sunnism and 
Shi c ism are both orthodox interpretations of the Islamic reve- 
lation contained providentially within Islam in order to enable 
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it to integrate people of different psychological constitutions 
into itself. Both Sunnism and Shi c ism constitute an integral 
part of Islamic orthodoxy which existed from the beginning. 
Shi c ism is not heterodox nor is it a sect, although within the 
world of Shi c ism there have been groups who have deviated 
from the main orthodoxy and are sects in the real sense. 

Neither Shi c ism nor Sunnism is a late revolt against an 
established orthodoxy and should therefore not be compared in 
any way with reform movements in Christianity or Judaism. In 
fact Sunnism and Shi c ism, belonging both to the total ortho- 
doxy of Islam, do not in any way destroy its unity. The unity of 
a tradition is not destroyed by different applications of it, but 
by the destruction of its principles and forms as well as its con- 
tinuity. Being “the religion of unity,” Islam, in fact, displays 
more homogeneity and less religious diversity than other 
world-wide religions. Sunnism and Shi c ism are dimensions 
within Islam placed there not to destroy its unity but to enable 
a larger humanity and differing spiritual types to participate in 
it. Both Sunnism and Shi c ism are based on the assertion of the 
Shahadah, La ilaha illa D Llah, expressed in different climates 
and with a somewhat different spiritual fragrance. 

To say that Sunnism and Shi c ism were meant for different 
spiritual temperaments should not, however, be interpreted 
strictly in a racial or ethical sense. One should not think that a 
particular people has always been solidly Sunni and another 
Shi c ite. Of course, today the Persians are nearly all Shi c ite 
while most Arabs and Turks are Sunnis and these ethnic divi- 
sions do have a relation with the present distribution of 
Sunnism and Shi c ism in the Muslim world. But it must also be 
recalled that during the third/tenth and fourth/eleventh cen- 
turies the stronghold of Shi c ism was southern Syria and North 
Africa while Khurasan was the bastion of Sunnism. Such great 
champions of Sunni Islam as al-Ghazzall and Fakhr al-Din al- 
RazI were Persians, and Ash c arite theology, which is often 
called “orthodox” Sunni theology, had its intellectual founda- 
tion and development, to a large extent, in the hands of 
Persians. Nevertheless, once this point is considered, it can be 
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gaid with safety that the Persians were generally sympathetic 
to the cause of Shi c ism from the beginning and it was in this 
land that, after the Mongol invasion, Twelve-Imam Shi c ism 
became gradually more dominant until, with the Safavids, it 
became the state religion. Without forgetting the large number 
of Arab, Turk and Indo-Pakistani Shi c ites, one can also add 
that the Persians form the largest body of Shi c ism in the world 
and Shi c ite Islam has an intimate connection with the Persian 
soul. 

In dealing with Sunnism and Shi c ism in this chapter we 
shall speak more about Shi c ism, accepting Sunnism as the 
norm and background with which Twelve-Imam Shi c ism and 
Isma c ilism are compared. The reason for this procedure is that 
Sunni Islam is much better known in the external world than 
Shi c ism, as the West has had more historical contact with 
Sunnism. In fact nearly every book in European languages con- 
cerning Islam studies it from Sunni sources, although, alas, 
usually not without distortion and prejudice. Until recently, 
Shi c ism, and especially the Twelve-Imam school, was nearly 
unknown in European works save for the writings of a very 
small number of scholars of whom the notable one was Henry 
Corbin. Moreover, in previous chapters most of what has been 
said concerns Islam in general and Sunnism in particular, so 
that it is natural that, in this chapter, after devoting a brief dis- 
cussion to Sunnism we should turn our attention to Shi c ism 
whose beliefs we seek to clarify both in themselves and in rela- 
tion to Sunnism. 

In order to understand the Sunni and Shi c ite perspectives it 
is necessary to glance at the religious history of Islam, the 
development of these two dimensions from their common origin 
and their subsequent history. From an external point of view 
the difference between Sunnism and Shi c ism concerns the 
problem of “successor” to the Prophet as the leader of the com- 
munity after his death. The two schools may thus be said to 
have begun as distinct entities when the Prophet finished his 
earthly career, because it was precisely at this moment that dif- 
ference of opinion as to his successor arose. A small group 
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1 

believed that such a function must remain in the family of the 
Prophet and backed c Ali, whom they believed to have been des- 
ignated for this role by appointment ( ta c yln ) and testament 
(nass). They became known as his “partisans” ( shl c ah ) while the 
majority agreed on Abu Bakr on the assumption that the 
Prophet left no instruction on this matter; they gained the 
name of “The People of tradition and the consensus of opinion” 

(ahl al-sunnah wa°l-jamd c ah). But more generally the Shi c ah 
of c AlI, in the sense of those who backed and followed him 
among the companions, already existed during the Prophet’s ! 
lifetime and there are several references to them in prophetic 
sayings. Only with the death of the Prophet did they become 
crystallized as a group distinct from the Sunnis. 

But the question also involved the function of the person ; 
who was to succeed the Prophet, for surely such a person could [ 
not continue to possess prophetic powers. Thus Sunnism con- 
sidered the “successor” of the Prophet to be his khallfah or ! 
caliph only in his capacity as the ruler of a newly founded com- 
munity , while the Shi c ites believed that the “successor” must 
also be the “trustee” ( wasl ) of his esoteric knowledge and the 
interpreter of the religious sciences. That is why, although the 
difference between Sunnism and Shi c ism appears to be only a 
political one, it is, in reality, more than that. It is also theolog- 
ical. There is a question of both political succession and reli- 
gious authority. j 

Some recent works of orientalists have, in fact, tried to j 
reduce the distinction between Sunnism and Shi c ism to a sheer 
political one. Although this view is to a certain extent true, 
such a perspective leaves aside the more important religious 
and theological considerations involved. The question of who : 

was to succeed the Prophet as the leader of the community was ] 

combined with two different conceptions of the qualifications 1 

of the successor and the meaning of religious authority itself. 1 

Sumn Islam considered the khallfah to be a guardian of the |] 

Shari c ah in the community, while Shi c ism saw in the “succes- a 

sor a spiritual function connected with the esoteric interpreta- ij 

tion of the revelation and the inheritance of the Prophet’s eso- 1 
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Icteric teachings as well as the knowledge of the Divine Law and 
I its interpretations. Thereby began the two different interpreta- 

I ® tions of that one Divine message, two interpretations which 
nevertheless remain within the total orthodoxy of Islam and 
are unified in the principles of religion (usul al-dln ) and the 
religious rites, which are the means of grace for saving man 
and assuring him felicity in the hereafter. 

1 As far as Sunnism is concerned, the development of some of 
| its dif ferent, aspects has already been outlined in previous 
I chapters. The four main Sunni schools of law became estab- 
| lished in the third/ninth century and have remained to this day 

| | while some of the less popular schools gradually died out. The 
science of Hadith as a distinct discipline began in the 
1 second/eighth century with a written compilation of the first 
collection of prophetic sayings going back earlier to the time of 
the Umayyad caliph, c Umar ibn c Abd al- c Aziz. It also became a 
fully established discipline in the third/ninth century when the 
authoritative collections were assembled. Likewise the reli- 
; gious and grammatical study of the text of the Noble Quran, 
which had been cultivated informally from the beginning, 
became a well-established discipline from the second/eighth 
century onward. 

I As for theology, whose full discussion would require a sep- 
I arate chapter, it began in the second century with the debates 
I over freewill and determinism as well as over the nature of the 
I Quran. The explicit Kharijite and Murjf ite discussions of the 
I relation of faith to works in the second century must also be 
I considered as a beginning for later theological developments. 
1 But again it was in the third century that theology in the Sunni 
I world became fully established with the Mu c tazilites who were 
I dominant during the early Abbasid period. As is well known, 
I the Mu c tazilites applied the use of reason to the understanding 
I of the tenets of revelation and arrived at a conception of the 
; Divine Attributes and the Quran which was opposed by the reli- 
|| gious community at large so that within a few centuries they 
= disappeared as an influential theological school. 

| Meanwhile, towards the end of the third century, Abu ’1- 
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Hasan al-Ash c arI, who had himself been a Mu c tazilite, rebelled 
against their views and founded the dominant Ash c arite school 
of theology. Although the domination of Ash c arism is not as 
complete as is usually thought, nevertheless, to the extent that 
theology was cultivated in the Sunni world, the Ash c arite 
school became the most important force. Opposed to the ratio- 
nalistic tendency of the Mu c tazilites, Ash c arite theology 
believed in the subservience of reason to revelation but never- 
theless encouraged a rational understanding of the faith. The 
Maturidl school, which also developed about the same time as 
Ash c arism, chartered an intermediate course between the 
Mu c tazilites and Ash c arites and although never widespread 
has continued to have adherents to the present day. 

In addition to these schools of theology which grew in the 
Sunni world and have been taught in the traditional schools or 
madrasahs, one must also remember the role of the teachings 
of Sufism even in this domain. Not only were some of the early 
Sufis such as al-Muhasibi also theologians, but gradually, after 
the sixth/twelfth century, what one might call “mystical theol- 
ogy based on the teachings of the Sufi masters entered into the 
general field of Sunni theology. Especially after the Mongol 
invasion, when much of religious education was administered 
by Sufi organizations, this form of instruction of spiritual doc- 
trines entered into the curriculum of many religious schools. 
Henceforth in the Sunni world the teachings of Sufism in its 
intellectual aspect were often taught combined with the more 
external and formal Ash c arite theology. There have been many 
Sufi masters until modern times who have combined the expo- 
sition of Sufi doctrine with theology, especially Ash c arism. 

An important aspect of Sunnism, especially as far as its 
comparison with Shi c ism is concerned, is political theory. All 
Sunnis accept the first four caliphs, Abu Bakr, c Umar, 
HJthman and c AlI, as true vice-gerents ( khallfah ) of the 
Prophet who fulfilled this function in its fullness so that they 
are called the “rightly-guided caliphs” ( al-khulafd 3 al- 
rashidun). With the establishment of the Umayyad caliphate 
the name of the institution of caliphate was continued, but in 
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reality the Islamic caliphate was transformed into an Arab 
kingdom. That is why later Sunni jurists accepted only the first 
four caliphs as full embodiments of the ideal of the caliphate. 

The political theory of the caliphate was, however, elabo- 
rately developed gradually, even if it was not practically real- 
ized to its fullness at the time of its elaboration. When dis- 
cussing the theory of the caliphate, the Sunni political theorists 
usually referred to it as the imamate by which they meant the 
office of the person whose duty it was to administer the 
Shari c ah and act as judge. But since this term is particularly 
associated with Shi c ism, it is better to refer to the Sunni insti- 
tution as the caliphate and use the term imamate in connection 
with Shi c ism to avoid confusion. 

The earlier Sunni authorities conceived of the caliphate as 
the legitimate political institution of the Islamic community. 
According to them as there is only one community ( ummah ) and 
one Divine Law or Shari c ah, so is there ideally one caliph who 
rules over the community and whose duty it is to protect the 
community and administer the Sharl c ah in conformity with the 
view of the c ulama :> . Later, when the caliphate became weak- 
ened politically and powerful kings ruled over the Muslim 
world, this theory was somewhat revised to include the caliph, 
the sultan and the Divine Law as we mentioned earlier in this 
work. The caliph symbolized the unity of the community and 
the supremacy of the Divine Law, while the sultan held actual 
temporal, military and political power and was supposed to 
enforce and uphold the Law and protect the community. In both 
its phases, therefore, Sunni political theory is characterized by 
the institution of the caliphate whose task is not to interpret 
the Divine Law and religious matters in general, but to admin- 
ister the Law and act as judge in accordance with this Law. 

It is with respect to this general background majoritarian 
Islam that Shi c ism can be better understood. The Shi c ah are 
those who believe that the right of succession to the Prophet 
belongs solely to his family and who follow the family of the 
Prophet ( ahl al-bayt ) as their source of inspiration and g 111 
ance for the understanding of the Quranic revelation broug 
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by the Prophet. The members of his family are the channel 
through whom the teachings and the grace, or barakah, of the 
revelation reach the Shi c ah. In a sense one can call Shi c ism the 
“Islam of c Ali,” as Sunnism can also in a certain sense be called 
the “Islam of Abu Bakr.” 

Within this segment of the Islamic community called the 
Shi c ah there are further distinctions to be made depending 
upon the number of Imams who are accepted after the Prophet. 
The main body of Shi c ism, in both number and its centrality 
within the traditional religious spectrum, is Twelve-Imam 
Shi c ism. Then there is the so-called Seven-Imam Shi c ism or 
Isma c Ilism and Five-Imam Shi c ism or Zaydism. Twelve-Imam 
Shi c ism is the official religion of Persia and the majority of the 
population belongs to this school. It also constitutes more than 
half the population of Iraq and has a substantial following in 
India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Lebanon, Turkey, the Persian 
Gulf states and certain lands of East Africa. Isma c Ilism is more 
diffuse in its geographic distribution. It has sizeable following 
in India, Pakistan and East Africa and smaller Isma c ill com- 
munities are found in many countries such as Iran, Syria, and 
Egypt and more recently Canada. As for Zaydism, it is found 
today in the Yemen, where the majority of the population are 
Zaydis. There are also small groups such as the c Alawis of 
Syria and the Druzes of Syria and Lebanon which have 
branched off from the main body of Shi c ism into heterodox 
sects and, especially in the case of Syrian r Alawis, have only a 
tenuous relation with Shi c ism. The Shi c ites constitute about 
fifteen percent of the total Muslim population, although the 
influence of Shi c ism on the total intellectual and spiritual life 
of Islam is much greater than what this quantitative relation 
might imply. 

In this chapter we shall limit our treatment to Twelve- 
Imam Shi c ism and Isma c ilism which are the two most impor- 
tant branches, twelve and seven being, like the days of the 
weeks and months of the year or the planets and signs of 
Zodiac, archetypal numbers which determine the rhythm of 
human existence. In order to understand their doctrine, howev- 
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f er> it is helpful, first of all, to gain some familiarity with their 
1 general history. 

I Upon the death of the Prophet a small group of men such as 
| Salman, Abu Dharr and Miqdad sided with ‘ All, while the 
majority of the Meccans, swore allegiance to Abu Bakr who was 
| thus chosen as caliph. During his caliphate, as well as those of 
I c Umar and c Uthman, the Shi c ites or followers of c AlI led a 
| quiet life while c AlI himself retired from public activity 

( (although he advised the other caliphs when necessary) and 
, devoted his time to the training and instruction of his disciples 
r who, meanwhile, became more numerous. Then he became him- 
I self caliph and for a short period of five years the Shi c ites real- 
I ized their ideal to which they always look back, although the 
r years of c All’s caliphate were full of hardship. 

I With the establishment of the Umayyad dynasty Shi c ism 
l entered into the most difficult period of its history during 
| which it was openly and secretly opposed and often persecuted. 

; Only the rule of c Umar ibn c Abd al- c Aziz marks an exception to 
! this general trend. Moreover, it was during this period that the 
| grandson of the Prophet, Husayn, was massacred in Karbala 3 
I marking a tragedy which has colored the whole subsequent his- 
tory of Islam and particularly Shi c ism. During the Umayyad 
I period several Shi c ite uprisings did take place which, however, 

■ were crushed each time. Yet, this very opposition weighed heav- 

I ily upon the shoulders of the Umayyads and played a major 
_ role in their downfall. 

f The revolt of Abu Muslim in Khurasan was based on strong 
11 Shi c ite sentiment and, in fact, he asked allegiance of the peo- 
I pie for the “House of the Prophet.” Yet, once the Abbasids came 
' to power, their opposition to the Shi c ah was hardly less severe 
| than that of the Umayyads. Only at the beginning of the third 
| Islamic century and especially during the reign of the Abbasid 
| caliph al-Ma 3 mun did Shi c ism have the opportunity to function 
I relatively freely, in fact to the extent that the eighth Imam 
| c Ali al-Rida — was chosen as the successor of al-Ma’mun. But 
I after his poisoning and later the death of al-Ma°mun the situ- 
I ation became difficult once again, to such a degree that the new 
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caliph ordered the tomb of Imam Husayn in Karbala 0 to be 
destroyed and turned into a field. 

The fourth century marks the first period in which Shi c ism 
really flourished. The Buyids, who were ShFites, controlled all 
of Persia and wielded power even in Baghdad. The Fatimids 
meanwhile conquered Egypt and established an Isina c Ilt 
caliphate in North Africa that rivaled the Abbasid caliphate in 
power. Henceforth Shi c ism continued to flourish even after the 
coming of the Ayyubids and the Seljuqs, both of whom were 
strong supporters of Sunnism. It is true that in certain regions 
such as Syria and the Lebanon, the failure of the Fatimids 
before the Crusaders, and the singular success of the Ayyubids, 
particularly Salah al-Dln, before the same forces, caused 
Shi c ism to decline in particular areas in favor of Sunnism, but 
in general between the fifth and ninth Islamic century Shi c ism 
spread gradually, especially in Persia, while it declined in 
Egypt and North Africa. The Isma c ill movement of Alamut 
must also be mentioned in this connection although after the 
Mongol invasion it was outwardly crushed and went under- 
ground. 

Meanwhile, the success of Twelve-Imam Shi c ism can be 
gauged by the conversion of the Il-Khanid king, Mahmud 
Khudabandah, to Shi' ism. Already the background was pre- 
pared for the Safavids, who in the tenth/sixteenth century, con- 
quered all of Persia and established Twelve-Imam Shi c ism as 
the state religion. Under them, gradually, most of that country 
became Shi c ite and continues to be so to the present day. 
Meanwhile Shi c ism has persisted in the Yemen, which was sep- 
arated from the main current of political events in other 
Muslim lands. In India, also, sizeable Twelve-Imam Shi c ah 
communities were established and even ruled for some time in 
the south. Moreover, India eventually provided a base for 
IsmaYlism, whose spiritual center finally found its home in 
that land. 

In discussing Shi c ism it is logical to begin with the Twelve- 
Imam school because of its centrality and the balance it pre- 
serves between the exoteric and esoteric dimensions of the rev- 
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» elation. As far as the intellectual life of Twelve-Imam Shi c ism 
is concerned, it can be divided into four periods for the sake of 
convenience in studying it. This division has, in fact, been car- 
ped out by Corbin in his many studies on Shi c ism. The first 
gperiod is that of the Prophet and Imams stretching from the 
|if e-time of the Prophet to the major occultation ( al-ghaybat al- 
kubra) of the Twelfth Imam, or Mahdi, in the year 329/940. 
During this period, which is unique in the history of Shi c ism, 
the Prophet and later Imams lived among men whom they 
Instructed in the meaning of the Divine Law as well as the eso- 
teric sciences. Upon the knowledge and experience of this peri- 
od rests the whole spiritual and religious life of Shi c ism. 
During this period the Divine Law was revealed through the 
Prophet and its interpretation made known by the Prophet and 
the Imams. 

I The second period may be considered as stretching from the 
[ time of the occultation of the Mahdi to the Mongol invasion, not 
[only because of the great changes brought about by this event, 
but also because this last date corresponds to the life of 
Khwajah Nasir al-Din al-Tusi. With this remarkable genius, 
; who was an outstanding mathematician, astronomer and 
philosopher, Shi c ite theology reaches its most perfect formula- 
tion. He may, in fact, be considered in many ways as the great- 
est of the Shi c ite theologians. This period is marked by the 
' appearance of authoritative collections of Hadith and religious 
■ doctrine which form the very substance of Shi c ite religious life. 
It begins with KulaynJ, the author of the Usui al-kafl 
(“Sufficient Principles”) which is the most outstanding compila- 
tion of the traditions of the Shi c ite Imams. It is also the age of 
Ibn Babuyah, Shaykh al-Mufid and Muhammad ibn Hasan al- 
TusI, who are the authors of the main traditional sources of 
Shi c ite religious sciences. Also during this period Sayyid Sharif 
al-RadT compiled the sayings of c AlI in the Nahj al-balaghah 
(“The Path of Eloquence”) which, after the Quran and prophet- 
' ic Hadith, is the most important work in Shi c ism. 

The third period, stretching from the Mongol invasion to the 
establishment of the Safavids, is the most obscure because the 
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sources of this period have not been well studied. Just as the 
political and social history of this period is not well known, due 
to the general turmoil of the age and the presence of so many 
local dynasties, so the details of the religious life of Shi c ism in 
this age are as yet unknown. It can, however, be said that in 
general during this period the school of Nasir al-Dln continued 
both in theology and philosophy, as can be seen by such figures 
as his students c Allamah Hilli, one of the most prolific Shi c ite 
authors, and Qutb al-Dln al-Shirazi, the well-known philoso- 
pher and scientist. Moreover, the Sufi school of Central Asia 
connected mostly with the name of Najm al-Din Kubra became 
combined with the school of Ibn c Arabi often in the bosom of 
Shi c ism, as can be seen in the works of such a figure as Sa c d al- 
Din Hamuyah. 

Ibn c Arabi, the great Sufi master from Andalusia who set- 
tled and died in Damascus, exercised an immense influence 
over Shi c ite gnostics at this time. His doctrine became inte- 
grated with Shi c ism in the hands of such men as Sayyid Haydar 
Amuli, Ibn Abi Jumhur and Ibn Turkah. Sufi metaphysics was 
even influential within Shi c ite theology, not to speak of the 
theosophy ( al-hikmat al-ilahiyyah ) which was cultivated at this 
time in Persia under the influence of the Illuminationist 
( ishraqi ) doctrines of Suhrawardi. 

The fourth period, extending from the Safavid period to the 
present, began with the remarkable Safavid renaissance. 
Shi c ite Law and theology were revived leading finally to the 
composition of the immense religious encyclopedia, the Bihar 
al-anwdr (“Oceans of Light”), composed by Muhammad Baqir 
MajlisL Shi c ite religious and metaphysical doctrines found 
some of their most outstanding expositors in Mir Damad, Baha J 
al-Dln al- c Amili, one of the many Shi c ites from Jabal c Amil in 
Lebanon who had come to Persia, and especially Sadr al-Din 
Shirazi, usually known as Mulla Sadra. This last named, who 
is perhaps the greatest Islamic philosopher, or more correctly 
theosopher (hakim), founded a new intellectual dimension in 
Islam, combining the teachings of Ibn l Arabi, Suhrawardi, Ibn 
Sina and Nasir al-Din in the texture of Shi c ism. Henceforth, 
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Shi c ite learning flourished in Persia and Iraq and also in 
Lebanon and certain centers in India. The outstanding figures 
of the Safavid period have had many disciples and followers in 
the later centuries, men who have kept their religious and 
intellectual teachings alive to the present day. 

As for the history of Isma c ilism, until recently it was more 
difficult to study this subject because of the esoteric nature of 
the movement itself and the lack of sources concerning its early 
life. The information given in standard histories by Western 
and even non-Isma c ili Muslim scholars is usually from the 
point of view of those who opposed Isma c ilism and it is only 
recently that Isma' ili scholars or those closely associated with 
them have begun to write their own early history, the best 
example of this type of writing being the general history of 
Isma c ilism by Farhad Daftary. Among classical works avail- 
able until a few years ago, the c Uyun al-akhbar (“Foundations 
of Information”) of the Yemeni da c i, Idris c Imad al-Din, and a 
few extant works of similar nature represented the Isma c IlI 
point of view itself. That is why Muslim and Western scholars 
alike have not been able to agree on many important problems 
of early Isma c ilism. 

Of course the earliest history of Isma c ilism is the same as 
that of Twelve-Imam Shi c ism because up to the sixth Imam, 
Ja c far al-Sadiq, there is essentially one body of Shi c ifes. Upon 
the death of this Imam, however, the Twelvers accepted Imam 
Musa al-Kazim whom Imam Ja c far had himself chosen as 
Imam, while the Isma c ilis followed his older son, Isma c Il, who 
had been chosen earlier but had died while Imam Ja c far was 
still alive. The followers of Isma c il and his son Muhammad 
were the first Isma c ilis, although among themselves also there 
existed several different views. Henceforth, Twelve-Imam 
Shi c ism and Isma c Ilism separated and their histories became 
distinct. It is of interest to note that although small groups fol- 
lowed the eighth and some of the other Imams, they were never 
able to gain any substantial support and died out as separate 
movements. Twelve-Imam and “Seven-Imam” Shi c ism or 
Isma c ilism continued as the major forms of Shi c ism as if their 
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existence were already guaranteed by the archetypal nature of 
the numbers with which they were connected. 

Scholars of Isma c Ilism have distinguished at least four dif- 
ferent groups of early Isma c ilis: the early da c wah (which is a 
special Isma L Ili term for religious and missionary activity) cen- 
tered around the personalities of Isma c il and his son 
Muhammad; the da c wah in the Yemen and North Africa lead- 
ing to the establishment of the Fatimid caliphate; the move- 
ment in Syria and Mesopotamia in the third/ninth century; and 
finally, the Qaramitah movement in Bahrain. Of course all of 
these movements had certain connections in as much as they 
propagated some aspect of religious doctrine connected with 
Isma c ilism. But politically and socially they cannot in any way 
be identified with each other. In any case, some of these move- 
ments were gradually subdued and what emerged was the well- 
known form of Isma c Ilism connected with the name of the 
Fatimids in North Africa and the famous Isma c IlI da c ls in 
Persia and other eastern lands of Islam. 

As for the history of Isma c Ilism, Corbin, one of the most 
sympathetic interpreters of Isma c ili doctrine in the West, 
divides it into the five periods which are mentioned here to 
facilitate our understanding of the development of this school. 

(1) The period of the early Imams up to Isma c il, Muhammad 
and Abu°l-Khattab. 

(2) The period from Muhammad to c Ubayd Allah al-Mahdi, 
the founder of the Fatimid caliphate. During this period the 
Isma c ill Imams, who were three or four in number, were hidden 
from the public eye ( mastur ), although there was much activi- 
ty in the Yemen and North Africa preparing the way for the 
establishment of the Fatimids. The idea of being hidden 
{mastur) must not, however, be confused with the occultation 
( ghaybah ) of the Twelfth Imam. The first implies simply being 
hidden from the eye of the crowd and from public notice while 
the second means disappearance from the physical world. 

(3) The establishment of the Fatimid caliphate until the 
rule of the eighth caliph, al-Mustansir bi 'Llah. During this 
period Isma c ilism had its own caliphate which was a powerful 



6 Sum 



id Shi c ism 155 



state competing with the Abbasids for the allegiance of the 
Muslim world. This period marks also the appearance of the 
major doctrinal works of Isma'Tlism by such outstanding fig- 
ures as Abu Hatim al-Razi, Qadi Nu c man, Abu Ya c qub al- 
Sijistani, Hamid al-Dln al-Kirmani and the celebrated Persian 
poet and IsmaTli philosopher Nasir-i Khusraw. 

(4) The period from the eighth caliph to the Mongol inva- 
sion, during which Isma'Tlism divides into two branches. After 
the eighth Fatimid caliph the eastern IsmaTlis, who were con- 
nected with the movement of Hasan al-Sabbah and Alamut, 
followed Nizar ibn al-Mustansir and became known as the 
Nizari branch, while those of Egypt and the Yemen accepted 
his brother al-Musta c li bi c Llah and became known as the 
Musta c lis. It is of interest to note, also, that the Druze move- 
ment broke away from Isma'Tlism shortly before this period 
and followed the seventh Fatimid caliph, al-Hakim bi c Llah, as 
a “divine incarnation.” The MustaTi branch of IsmaTlism 
believed in a hidden imam like Twelve-Imam Shi c ism. Its chief 
da c l resided in the Yemen until the tenth/sixteenth century 
when he emigrated to India, where the head of the community 
is still to be found. The Nizari branch stayed in Persia until its 
head, the Aga Khan, migrated to India in the nineteenth cen- 
tury. The present Aga Khan is the spiritual leader and Imam of 
this branch of IsmaTlism. 

(5) The period of the Mongol invasion marked by the 
destruction of IsmaTli power in Persia. During this period, 
whose history is not well known, IsmaTlism “Went under- 
ground and appeared in many places within Sufi orders. There 
is, in fact, a definite coming together between IsmaTlism and 
certain forms of Sufism at this time which, however, has not 
been well studied. Henceforth IsmaTlism continued as a reli- 
gious phenomenon without the violent political character of its 
earlier days. And it is as a religious community that it contin- 
ues to live in the Indo-Pakistani subcontinent, East Africa, 
Syria and other regions, the Nizari branch being united and 
{directed by the Aga Khan and the MustaTl branch by the chief 
ida?i in India. 



156 Ideals and Realities of Islam 



Concerning the doctrines and beliefs of Shi c ism, it is again 
appropriate to begin with Twelve-Imam Shi ‘ ism, then to turn 
to Isma c Tlism, and finally to the difference between them and 
also the similarities and differences between Shi c ism and 
Sunni Islam. The major idea which underlines the whole 
Twelve-Imam Shi c ite perspective— and is in fact shared by 
Isma llism is the distinction between the exoteric and the eso- 
teric to which we have alluded previously. Every manifestation 
must be the manifestation of something; every appearance 
implies a reality which “appears.” All objectivized reality pos- 
sesses an exterior and an interior aspect, this reality including 
not only the world of nature but also revelation which origi- 
nates from the same source as nature, namely the Divine 
Origin of all things. In the Quran God Himself is called the 
Outward ( al-Zahir ) and the Inward ( al-Batin ). 

Twelve-Imam Shi c ism emphasizes above all else the bal- 
ance between the exoteric ( zahir ) and the esoteric (bat in) 
aspects of religion and in this, as in many other instances, joins 
Sufism in its point of view. The zahir cannot exist without the 
batin, for then there would be nothing to manifest it and give 
it objective existence. And the batin could never become objec- 
tivized and revealed without the zahir. In this relation there 
lies the secret of the necessity for the existence of the Imam. A 
prophet in a religion brings a law from Heaven to guide the 
lives of men. After him the revelation ceases and men are left 
with a law which corresponds to the exoteric aspect of the rev- 
elation. There then must come those who can interpret the 
inner meaning of the law and the esoteric content of the reve- 
lation. 

Specifically in Islam the door of prophecy closed with the 
Prophet Muhammad (§&). He was both the exoteric and esoteric 
source of the revelation but in his function as revealer of 
Divine Legislation he represents the exoteric aspect. After him 
there must be those who inherited his esoteric function and 
whose duty it is to expound the inner meaning of the Divine 
Law. Just as the function of prophecy, in as much as it concerns 
the bringing of Divine Legislation, is called nubuwwah, so is 
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the function of interpreting its inner meaning to men and pre- 
serving a link with the source of the revelation called walayah 
in Shi c ism. In general the word walayah in Arabic, Persian and 
other Islamic languages means sainthood and the saint is 
called wall Allah “the friend of God.” But in the specific context 
of Shi c ism it refers, not only to the saintly life in general, but 
to the very function and power of interpreting the esoteric 
dimension of the revelation. 

The cycle of prophecy ( da°irat al-nubuwwah ) terminated 
with the Prophet, who was the “Seal of prophecy.” Henceforth 
no new revelation will come in the present cycle of humanity. 
But with the termination of this cycle there began, as already 
mentioned, what one might call the “cycle of initiation” (da^irat 
al-walayah), although this translation is not fully adequate to 
convey the idea of walayah/ wilayah (or walayat as used in 
Persian works on Shi c ism). What this second cycle implies is 
the beginning of a chain of authorities concerned with the eso- 
teric interpretation of the revelation and issuing directly from 
the Prophet himself who is the source of both the exoteric and 
the esoteric dimensions. Moreover, this cycle will continue until 
the Day of Judgment when the historic cycle itself is brought to 
a close. But as long as man lives on this earth the cycle of 
walayah subsists, providing a direct channel to the source of 
the revelation itself and the means whereby man can perform 
the fundamental operation of ta°wil, of hermeneutic interpre- 
tation, of going from the exoteric to the esoteric. This basic 
process of ta°wll, or of journeying from the zahir to the batin, 
is made possible only through the presence of the cycle of 
walayah. Without it there would be no way of escaping from 
the prison of limited forms to the abode of the celestial 



I essences. 

I The person who inaugurates the cycle of walayah, and 
I whose duty it is in every age to fulfill the function of walayah, 
fi is the Imam, whose figure is so central in Shi c ism, although it 
t must never be forgotten that the power of walayah issues from 
I the Prophet himself who was both perfect nabl and perfect 
I wall. That is why the first Imam, c Ali, is in fact called wall 
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Allah. In general imam means the person who stands in the 
front and therefore the leader of the congregational prayers. It 
is in this sense that this term is usually used in everyday lan- 
guage in Sunnism and Shi c ism alike, such as when one says so 
and so is the imam of this or that mosque. It also has an hon- 
orific sense meaning one who stands at the head of the reli- 
gious community. It is in this context a title bestowed on out- 
standing religious scholars such as Imam al-Ghazzall or Imam 
al-Shafi c i, etc. As already pointed out it is also used in Sunni 
political theory to designate the ruler of the Islamic communi- 
ty, the imamate being in this sense synonymous with the 
caliphate. 

But as used specifically in ShPism the Imam means that 
person who is the real ruler of the community and especially 
the inheritor of the esoteric teachings of the Prophet. He is one 
who carries the “Muhammadan Light” ( al-nur al-muhammadl) 
within himself, and who fulfills the function of waldyah. As 
already mentioned, according to both Sufism and Shi c ism there 
is a prophetic light which has existed from the beginning with- 
in the being of every prophet from Adam onwards. It is the 
source of all prophetic knowledge and is identified with the 
“Muhammadan Light” or “Muhammadan Reality” ( al-haqlqat 
al-muhammadiyyah ), which is the Logos. It is this Light that 
continues from one cycle of prophecy to another and it is this 
Light that exists within the Imam, by virtue of whose presence 
he becomes the Imam in the Shi c ite sense. 

The Imam who fulfills the function of waldyah is the sus- 
tainer of the religious law and the guarantee of its continua- 
tion. A prophet brings a Divine Law and then himself leaves 
the world. There are thus times when the world is without a 
prophet. But the Imam is always present. The earth can never 
be devoid of the presence of the Imam, be he even hidden or 
unknown. Therefore, once the Prophet of Islam has left the 
world it is the Imam who, in his continuous presence, sustains 
and preserves the religion from one period to the next. The 
Imam is, in fact, the sustainer and interpreter par excellence of 
the revelation. His duty is essentially threefold: to rule over the 
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community of Muslims as the representative of the Prophet, to 
? interpret the religious sciences and the Law to men, especially 
. $xeir inner meaning, and to guide men in the spiritual life. All 
f: 0 f these functions the Imam is able to perform because of the 
! presence of the “Muhammadan Light” within him. 

| As a result of the presence of this “Light” the Imam also 
possesses the quality of inerrancy ( c ismah ), in spiritual and 
I religious matters. He is in his inner nature as pure as the 
| prophet who is the source of this Light as well as his daughter, 
Fatimah, who is the mother of the Imams through ‘ All. That is 
I why the Prophet, Fatimah and the Twelve Imams, are together 
1 called “The Fourteen Pure Ones.” The c ismah of the Prophet 
I and Imams is the logical consequence of the presence of the 
i “Muhammadan Light” within them for it is this “Light” that is 
t the source of all revelation and ultimately all knowledge. To be 
■ guided by this “Light” is to be protected from error. In fact only 
one of the many children of each Imam becomes himself the 
| Imam, because only one carries the “Prophetic Light within 
( himself. The relation between the Imams is not only a carnal 
I one but, most of all, a spiritual connection based on the passing 
t of this “Light” from one Imam to another by virtue of which 
t each becomes “ma c sum” or “pure” and gains authority as the 
| sustainer and interpreter of the Divine Law. 
t The Imams are also, along and through the PrSphet, the 
* intermediaries between man and God. To ask for their succor in 
|< life is to appeal to the channel God has placed before men so as 
I to enable man to return to Him. They are, in this sense, the 
§ extension of the personality of the Prophet. Their tombs as well 
l as those of their descendants, the imamzadahs in Persian, are 
| visited by pilgrims and are the centers of religious life. Shi ites 
| from all over the world make pilgrimage to the tombs of Ah in 
I Najaf, that of Husayn in Karbala 2 and Cairo, of the seventh 
and ninth Imams in Kazimayn, of the last Imams in Samarra , 
1 of Imam Rida in Meshed, of his sister Hadrat Ma c sumah m 
'l Qum, of the sister of Imam Husayn, Sayyidah Zaynab in Cairo 
| and Damascus, and his daughter, Sayyidah Ruqayyah, in 
I Damascus and to many other sites. In the popular daily life o 
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the Shriah these sites fulfill the same function as those of the 
great saints in the Sunni world such as Mulay Idris in Fez 
Maqam Shaykh Muhyi al-Din ibn c Arabi in Damascus the 
tomb or dargah of Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi in Konya, that 
of Hujwiri m Lahore, the tomb of Mu c in al-Din Chishti in 
Ajmer, or the shrine of Shaykh c Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani in 
Baghdad. Of course often the two categories of sacred places 
merge. For example, in the Shi c ite world the tombs of Sufi 
saints who are considered the spiritual progeny of the Imams 
are visited frequently and in the Sunni world the tombs of the 
Imams and their descendants are very often visited as tombs of 
great saints. 

The twelve Imams of Shi c ism are as follows: 

(1) c Ali ibn Abi Tallb, the cousin and son-in-law of the 
Prophet, who is the origin of the imamate and the representa- 
tive of the esoteric dimension of Islam. According to the Shi c ah 
he was chosen at Ghadir Khumm by the Prophet as his 
entrusted” ( wasi ) and successor. 

(2) c Ali’s elder son, Imam Hasan, who was caliph for a short 
licT/^ 61 ^ him and Wh ° died in Medina after retirin g from pub- 

(3) His younger son, Imam Husayn, who took the field 
against Yazid, the second Umayyad caliph, and was killed with 
nearly the whole of his family near Karbala 3 . His martyrdom 
on the tenth of Muharram (61 A.H.) marks to this day the 
height of the religious calendar in the Shi c ite world and his 
tragic death symbolizes fully the ethos of Shi c ism. 

(4) Imam c AlI entitled Zayn al- c Abidin and al-Sajjad who 
was the only surviving son of Imam Husayn, his mother being 
the daughter of the last Sassanid king, Yazdigird. He is espe- 
cialiy known for his prayers al-Sahlfah al-sajjadiyyah which is, 
after the Nahj al-balaghah of c Ali, the outstanding literary 
work of the Imams containing some of the most moving lines of 
religious literature in Arabic. It has even been called “The 
Psalm of the Family of Muhammad.” 

(5) Imam Muhammad al-Baqir, the son of the fourth Imam, 
who resided like his father in Medina. Since, at this time, the 
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Umayyad caliphate was faced with internal revolts the Shi c ah 
were left more free to pursue their religious teachings. 
Therefore, many scholars travelled to Medina to study with the 
fifth Imam and numerous traditions survive from him. 

(6) Imam Ja c far al-Sadiq, the son of Imam Muhammad al- 
Baqir, who continued the propagation of Shi c ite sciences to the 
extent that Shi c ite Law is named after him. More traditions are 
recorded of him and the fifth Imam than all the others com- 
bined. Thousands flocked to his religious classes including such 
well-known Shi c ite figures as Hisham ibn Hakam and the 
alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan. Even Imam Abu Hanifah, the 
founder of one of the four Sunni schools of law, as well as sev- 
eral other well-known Sunni scholars studied with him. It is 
also with Imam Ja c far that Isma c ilism separated from Twelve- 
Imam Shi c ism, the question of the successor to the sixth Imam 
having been made particularly difficult by the fact that the 
Abbasid caliph al -Mansur had decided to put to death whoever 
was to be chosen officially by the sixth Imam as his successor 
thereby hoping to put an end to the Shi c ite movement. 

(7) Imam Musa al-Kazim, the son of Imam Ja c far, who 
faced extreme hardship due to the renewed opposition of the 
caliphate, this time the Abbasid, against the Shi c ites. He lived 
much of his life in hiding in Medina until Harun al-Rashid had 
him imprisoned and brought to Baghdad where he died nearby 
the city. Henceforth the Imams lived for the most part in the 
vicinity of the caliph and left Medina as their permanent 
abode. 

(8) Imam c Ali al-Rida, the son of Imam Musa al-Kazim, who 
was called by al-Ma°mun to Marw in Khurasan where he was 
chosen as the successor to the caliphate. But his immense pop- 
ularity and the rapid growth of Shi c ism in that region turned 
the caliph against him, and he was finally removed. Accor ing 
to Shi c ite belief, he was poisoned and buried near the ci y o 
Tus or the modern city of Meshed which is today the oremos 
religious site in Persia. Imam Rida participated in many o e 
scholarly gatherings of al-Ma 'mun and his debates wi^ ^e 
ologians of other religions are recorded in Shi' ite sources. is 
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also the origin of many Sufi orders and is even called the 
“Imam of initiation.” 

(9) Imam Muhammad al-Taqi, the son of Imam Rida, spent 
his life in Medina as long as al-Ma 3 mun was alive, even though 
al-Mahnun, in order to keep him in Baghdad, had given his own 
daughter to him in marriage. Upon al-MaTnun’s death he 
returned to Baghdad where he died. 

(10) Imam c AlT al-Naqi, the son of the ninth Imam, who 
resided in Medina until al-Mutawakkil became caliph and 
invited him to come to Samarra", the seat of the caliphate. But 
there he was very harsh with the Imam as a result of his gen- 
eral extreme anti-Shi c ite policy. The Imam endured the hard- 
ship until the caliph’s death but did not return to Medina after- 
wards. He died in Samarra 3 where his tomb and that of his son 
are to be found today. 

(11) Imam Hasan al- c AskarI, the son of Imam c Ali al-Naqi, 
who lived in extreme secrecy in Samarra 3 , and was closely 
guarded by the agents of the caliph because it was known that 
the Shi c ites believed his son to be the Mahdi. He married the 
daughter of the Byzantine emperor, Nargis Khatun, who had 
embraced Islam and sold herself into slavery in order to enter 
the household of the Imam, and from this marriage the twelfth 
Imam was born. 

(12) Imam Muhammad al-Mahdi entitled Sahib al-zamdn 
(the master of time), who is the last Shi c ite Imam, went into 
minor occultation upon the death of his father. From 260/873 to 
329/940. He had four representatives ( na J ib ) to whom he 
appeared from time to time and through whom he ruled the 
Shi c ite community. This period is thus called the minor occul- 
tation ( al-ghaybat al-sughra). Henceforth, there began the 
major occultation ( al-ghaybat al-kubrd) which still endures. 
During this time, according to the Shi c ah, the Mahdi is alive 
but invisible. He is the axis mundi, the invisible ruler of the 
Universe. Before the end of time he will appear again on earth 
to bring equity and justice and to fill it with peace after it has 
been torn by war and injustice. The Mahdi is an ever-living 
spiritual being who guides on the spiritual path those who are 
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worthy and whose succor all the devout ask in their daily 
prayers. He who is spiritually qualified is, in fact, in inner con- 
tact with the Mahdi. 

The twelve Imams are like the twelve constellations of the 
Zodiac in the spiritual firmament. At their center stands the 
Prophet, the sun whose light illumines these constellations. 
The Imams are, for the Shi r ah, a part and continuation of the 
spiritual reality of the Prophet and together with him, who is 
their source and origin in both the metaphysical and biological 
sense, determine the contours of that spiritual universe in 
which the Shi c ah live. 

As far as the political aspect of Twelve-Imam Shkism is 
concerned, it is directly connected with the personality of the 
Imam. The perfect government is that of the Imam, one which 
will be realized with the coming of the Mahdi who even now is 
the invisible ruler of the world but does not manifest himself 
directly in human society. In his absence every form of govern- 
ment is of necessity imperfect, for the imperfection of men is 
reflected in their political institutions. The Shi c ites, especially 
of Persia since the Safavid period and lasting until the 
Revolution of 1979, have considered the monarchy as the least 
imperfect form of government under existing conditions. But 
there have even been some like the Indian Shi c ites, Amir All 
and Tayyibji, who supported the Sunni caliphate on a purely 
political level, although Shkism does not accept the caliphate 
in the usual sense as the legitimate Muslim political authority. 
Here a distinction must be made between the ideal political 
ruler whom Shkism sees embodied in the person of the Imam 
and Sunnism in the caliph and acceptance of an existing situa- 
tion. In the latter case there have been Shkites who have paid 
allegiance to the caliphate and even supported it. But the struc- 
ture of political theory is different in the two cases, especially 
as it concerns the caliphate. 

The distrust of all worldly government after the disappear- 
ance of the Mahdi and the early experience of the Shkite com- 
munity made Twelve-Imam Shi 1 ism for the most part apathet- 
ic towards political life. This is one of the features that distm- 



164 Ideals and Realities of Islam 



jj guishes classical Shi c ism from both Sunnism and Isma c ilism. 

The Twelvers or Imamites remained during most of their histo- 
j ry and until quite recently content with being observers of the 
political scene which they sought to influence morally rather 
I than originators of political movements. 

| It must be remembered that the Safavid movement itself, 

j which represents the one instance of major political victory for 
Twelve-Imam Shi c ism before recent events in Persia, did not 
begin as a purely Shi c ite movement in the restricted sense of 
I the word. The Safavids were a Sufi order which became so well 

| organized and so powerful that it was able to exercise actual 

political authority and finally conquer all of Persia. Of course, 
the Safavids then made Shi c ism the state religion, but the 
movement itself began from a Sufi order. Furthermore, even 
the engagement of Twelve-Imam Shi c ism in political life, made 
necessary by the new situation in Safavid Persia, did not com- 
pletely remove the traditional distrust of the Shi c ite c ulama D 
towards all government. It is an attitude that persists in cer- 
tain quarters to this very day. 

The withdrawal of the Shi c ites from political life should 
not, however, be interpreted as their withdrawal from the life 
of the community. On the contrary, this very apathy towards 
politics intensified the religious and scholarly activity of the 
Shi ah. For centuries, freed from the burden and responsibility 
of political life, they devoted themselves wholeheartedly to the 
cultivation of the religious sciences and the arts and sciences in 
general. Most of the early Muslim educational institutions 
were established by the Shi c ah as were many branches of the 
traditional sciences. Therefore, although politically aloof, 
Twelve-Imam Shi c ism made an immense contribution to the 
life of the Islamic community in domains that were more con- 
nected with the knowledge of things rather than the ruling of 
men. 

As for the other important branch of Shi c ism, namely 
Isma llism, it was marked from the beginning by an intense 
interest in political life and was even a revolutionary force. In 
this domain it has stood opposed to the view of Twelve-Imam 
Shi ism, but in many other questions it shares the world view 
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of the Twelvers. Isma' ilism also emphasizes the existence of 
two aspects to all things, the exoteric and the esoteric. It dis- 
tinguishes between the nabl and wall , the first representing 
the Law and the other its esoteric meaning. But whereas 
Twelve-Imam Shi c ism preserves a balance between the exoteric 
and the esoteric, Isma c ilism tends to emphasize the esoteric 
over the exoteric and elevates the rank of the wall to a degree 
that is not found in Twelve-Imam Shi c ism. The name Batini 
sometimes given to the Isma c ilis is as a result of their empha- 
sis upon the esoteric or batin. 

Of great interest is the identification of the esoteric dimen- 
sion of the religion, or batin, by IsmaTlism with theosophy 
( hikmah ), which is also called dln-i haqq (the religion of the 
truth), in Persian. If the Persian term has been used here, it is 
because the majority of Isma c ili works on theosophy are in 
Persian. Nasir-i Khusraw, who is perhaps the greatest Isma c IlI 
philosopher, wrote every one of his works in Persian. In fact, 
Isma c ill philosophy is one of the few branches of Islamic phi- 
losophy in which the Persian texts are even more numerous 
than the Arabic. 

Isma c Ilism believes that this philosophy, or theosophy, con- 
tained in the batin of religion leads to spiritual rebirth 
( wiladat-i ruhanl) through which man is transformed and 
“saved.” What they mean by philosophy is therefore quite dif- 
ferent from the subject known by that name today. Much of 
modern philosophy is in fact not at all a “love of wisdom” but a 
hatred of it so that it should appropriately be called “misoso- 
phy.” By philosophy the Isma c Ilis meant a sophia which was 
not just a mental play but a doctrine of a metaphysical and cos- 
mological order closely connected with means of its realization. 
This view is also to be found in later Islamic philosophy culti- 
vated in the bosom of Twelve-Imam Shi c ism. 

It is not accidental that whenever Isma°ilism was strong a 
sudden burst of activity in the arts and sciences, and specially 
the intellectual sciences, took place. This connection can more- 
over be seen with respect to Shi c ism in general. Al-Azhar 
University, which is the most famous seat of learning in the 
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Sunni world today, was founded by the Fatimids. The intense 
activity in the “intellectual sciences” ( al- c ulum al- c aqliyyah) in 
Fatimid Egypt, shown by the presence of so many outstanding 
men of science such as Ibn al-Haytham and Ibn Yunus, is 
directly connected with the religious structure of Isma c ilism 
itself. It is connected with the concept of hikmah in IsmaYlism 
and its direct relation with revelation. 

Isma c ilism contains an elaborate metaphysics, cosmology 
and spiritual anthropology. In metaphysics and theology it 
emphasizes Unity ( tawhld ) keeping a mid-way position between j 

ta c tll and tashbih ; that is, between considering the Divine as an 
abstract unity by refusing man the ability of understanding the 
meaning of His Qualities and Attributes, or by describing the 
Divine anthropomorphically, by comparing His Qualities and 
Attributes to human ones. In this fundamental point, there- 
fore, it joins the view of the rest of Islamic orthodoxy. 

According to Isma c ili doctrine the Origin of all things is not 
Pure Being but the Reality that transcends even Being and is 
called Mubdi c , the Reality through Whose Original Act the 
chain of being is created. Islamic philosophy in general begins 
with being and is concerned with the nature of God or the 
Origin of the Universe as Pure Being. In Sufi metaphysics, 
however, the Divine Essence ( al-Dhat ) is Absolute and Infinite 
above all determinations, even that of Being, which is its first 
self-determination and the Principle of creation. Isma c ili doc- 
trine thus joins Sufi metaphysics and Oriental metaphysics in 
general by considering the Supreme Principle to be at once 
Being and Beyond Being. Its primordial act brings into being 
the order of universal existence. 

The first being in the created order is the First Intellect, or 
Universal Intellect, which is identified with the Divine Word. It 
is a reality that at once veils and reveals the Supreme Name, 
Allah. From this highest spiritual reality, which has its own 
limit ( hadd ), there comes into being the Second Intellect and 
from the Second Intellect the Third Intellect which, in 
Isma c ilism, is identified with the Spiritual Adam (. Adam-i 
ruhanl). This Intellect is the angelic prototype of humanity. It 
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is the celestial Imam who is the archetype of the terrestrial 
Adam and of all men. The life and drama of man on earth is 
but a reflection of his celestial reality. 

The Third Intellect, or Spiritual Adam, sought to reach the 
Supreme Principle without observing the proper hierarchy of 
the archangelic worlds above him. He committed an act of idol- 
atory, from the metaphysical point of view, as a result of which 
he fell into a state of forgetfulness and stupor. Once he came 
to himself he realized that he had been punished by God and 
removed to the rank of the Tenth Intellect. He had been 
removed from his original abode by “Seven spiritual worlds 
which came as a result of his forgetfulness. These seven worlds 
are the prototypes of this world. That is why everything is gov- 
erned by the cycle of seven. This world was created m order to 
enable man to regain his lost state, to be delivered from his own 
“shadows.” And being based on its celestial model, it consists ot 
seven heavens, seven earths, seven cycles of prophecy and 

seven imams. „ 

Time in which man is situated is itself retarded eternity, 
an image of the retardation caused by man’s fall from the Third 
to the Tenth Intellect. In this spiritual anthropology time itself 
has a trans-historic significance being based on the forgetful- 
ness of man which is the cause of his having fallen into the 
domain of time, decay and death. Separation from God comes 
from man’s forgetfulness, a point of view that is central to 

Islam in general and emphasized so much in Sufism. 

Isma c Ilism has a cyclic conception of history closely allied 
to its metaphysical conception of time. Although a cyclic con- 
ception of time is implied in certain Twelve-Imam Shi ite 
sources— cyclic not in the sense of ever recurring sets of events, 
but of other historic cycles than the present one— it is nowhere 
as much emphasized as in Isma c Ilism. The Isma ill works 
speak of a large cycle of aeons sometimes mentioned as ot 
360 000 years within which there are seven cycles of prop ecy. 
Each cycle is commenced by a prophet (nabi) who has his eso- 
teric representative or Imam who dominates over that cycle 
the seventh bringing the cycle to an end. The prophets and their 
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Imams for the present cycle of humanity are mentioned usual- 
ly as: 

Adam Seth 

Noah Shem 

Abraham Ishmael 

Moses Aaron 

Jesus Simon 

Muhammad c AlI 

The seventh divinely guided figure is the Mahdl or “Imam 
of Resurrection,” who does not bring a new Sharl c ah but 
reveals the inner meaning of all revelations and prepares the 
coming of the new cycle. Moreover, the historical cycles alter 
between that of epiphany and occultation, between a period 
when the truth is revealed and one in which it is hidden, this 
alteration continuing until the end of the great cycle. At this 
moment comes the “Great Resurrection” ( qiyamat al-qiyamah) 
when man and his celestial prototype are re-instated in their 
original condition. Thus, through the prophets and Imams the 
purpose of creation is fulfilled and man regains the state that 
he lost through his own negligence. 

If one wishes to compare Twelve-Imam Shi c ism and 
Isma c Ilism, it can be said that they share together, besides the 
general tenets of Islam, the basis concept of the Imam; the eso- 
teric and exoteric dimensions of religion and ta°wll that is 
based on them. The first six Imams are of course also common 
between them with all that such a common ground implies. As 
far as the differences between them are considered, there is 
first of all the fact that one accepts twelve Imams and the other 
a continuous chain extending to today. For example, a figure 
such as the eighth Imam, c Ali al-Rida, who plays such a major 
role in the life of the Shi c ah does not exist in the same capaci- 
ty in the Isma°IlI scheme. Also for the Twelvers the twelfth 
Imam, the Mahdi is in occultation although alive, while the 
Imam of Isma c ilism, at least the Nizari branch, is always liv- 
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ing and present on earth among men. The idea of awaiting the 
appearance of the Imam ( intizdr ) which is so important to the 
feUgious psychology of Twelve-Imam Shidsm therefore does 
[Lot exist in the same sense in Isma c ilism. 

I The political nature of Isma c Ilism and the apolitical nature 
l f Twelve-Imam Shi c ism is another distinguishing feature of 
feiese two groups as already pointed out. It appears as a para- 
Idox of history that Isma c ilism, which played such an important 
Stole in the social and political movements during the early cen- 
| turies of Islamic history, should become today free of direct 
political association while Twelve-Imam Shicism, which had 
I remained aloof from political life, should be thrown in a certain 
I sense in the middle of the political arena with the establish- 
| m ent of the Safavid dynasty. Therefore, as far as their histori- 
[s cal careers are concerned, both Twelve-Imam Shi ism and 
I Isma c Ilism have experienced direct engagement m political 
| life But the theological role of political action in the two com- 
| munities does remain different in as much its in one the Imam 
fi is absent and in the other living among men. 

I Finally, another distinguishing feature is the role ot exo- 
terism and esoterism. Twelve-Imam Shi c ism goes to great 
I length to emphasize the necessity of preserving a balance 
I between the two. Even the role of the Imam is considered in 
! both its exoteric and esoteric aspect. Isma°ilism, however, espe- 
| daily that of Alamut, tended to emphasize the bdtin or esoteric 
I dimension above all else. Of course in the daily life of the com- 
I munity the exoteric elements persist, for no general commum- 
I ty of men can be simply esoterists. But the accent is somewhat 
I different although the basic concept of the imamate exists m 
I these two major branches of Shi c ism which are united m their 
I belief in the Imam and particular reverence for the fami y o 



Concerning the differences and similarities between 
Shi ism and Sunnism, it can be said that first of all 
the difference of view concerning political rule, from <1 
tion of the political successor of the Prophet to the later c y 
talization of the general attitude of the Shi a o 
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powers of the world and especially concerning the attitude of 

the ulama towards established political authority. The Sunni 

ulama have throughout history tended to support the existing 

classical Sh'f'T ° f ** a «e while fe 

classical Shi ite ulamdf basing their views on the role of the 

hnamate and the ideal rule of the Imam, have distrusted all 
political institutions and kept away from political authorities. 

There is also a distinction between the question of interme- 
diaries between man and God. The modern puritanical move 

den n ce o? God Td" WOTld " hiCh emphasize the transcen- 
and G„H c discourage all intermediaries between man 

and God present a view that is opposed to the religious nsv 
chology of Shiism. But in traditional Sunnism there are inter- 

^t7Trn^ 1,y J e ^ 0US Hfe ’ 4116 role tatermed"^- 

the Pmnhi J eh 6 ^° Phet and alS ° by the saints - In Shiism 
the Prophet and the Imams together fulfill this function In 

fact, m so many ways, what the traditional Sunni, especially he 

Sphe^he ' Sh V SPM ‘ °l SUfiSm ’ 8668 the £ 

Prophet the Shi ite sees m the Prophet and Imams together 

^ name m of n t S he a p b the litanies and chante 

the name of the Prophet common in the Sunni world corre- 
spond, even ,n content, to those that the Shi'ah perform for the 
rophet and Imams together. Nevertheless on the theological 
leve there is some difference concerning the role of the inter- 
mediary between man and God, not that of course man pra™ to 

dTin e S “ n t0 G ° d m Shnte ““ a - " 

It ifhow^er “ StandS bef0re G ° d as Ws "Cerent on earth. 
rpirituaHuto m , Seekmg 40 a PP™ ach Mm that he needs the 
° are the ^P 1 ^ Imams and the 
saints. For his daily religious life the Shiite believer has no 

ZsTelunn F a " m ^™ ediaries be ‘ween Mm and God than 

or ShWte Tb 617 Sl ‘f iS himself a P riest . be he Sunni 

or Shi ite. The presence of “intermediaries” in Shiism or 

Sunnism is a matter concerning the inner religious life and 

without m any " ay a ' ter ‘ he Struc ‘“ re »f Mam as a religion 
without a specific priesthood or religious hierarchy which 
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would act as intermediaries between man and God in religious 
rites and acts of worship. 

In the field of law the difference between Sunnism and 
Shi c ism lies in the question of ijtihad. Since in Shi c ism the 
Imam is alive, the possibility of applying the Divine Law to new 
situations is always present. In fact the mujtahid (he who can 
exercise his opinion in matters of the Law) who is in inner con- 
tact with the Imam must in each generation apply the Law to 
the new conditions which that generation faces. This does not, 
of course, mean to change the Law for the sake of circum- 
stances, but to extend it to cover any new situations that might 
arise. And it is the duty of each Shi c ite to follow the rulings of 
a living mujtahid. In Sunni Islam, since the third Islamic cen- 
tury, the gates of ijtihad have been closed, although here again 
the opinions or fatwas of the c ulama° over the ages have to a 
large extent provided a continuous commentary upon the 
Sharl c ah. 

In the official theological formulations of Sunnism and 
Shi c ism there is some difference in approach and content. 
Sunni theology may be characterized as being more concerned 
with rational aspects of the faith and Shi c ite theology with the 
“mystical,” in the sense that Sunni theology does not concern 
itself as much with esoteric questions as does Shi c ite theology. 
But here again Sufi doctrine, which is often combined with the- 
ology in the S unn i world, does provide an esoteric dimension 
even in the exoteric domain. Also, Shi c ite theology is more sym- 
pathetic to the arts and sciences and the “intellectual sciences” 
(al- c ulum al- c aqliyyah) than is Ash c arite theology. This differ- 
ence is seen in the ups and downs of the career of these sciences 
over the centuries which have depended on the political domi- 
nation of one group or another. 

Finally, as far as differences between Sunnism and Shi c ism 
are concerned, it can be said that in one the harakah or grace of 
the Prophet is felt and realized through all the companions o 
the Prophet including his family, while in Shi' ism it is fe t pn 
marily in the family of the Prophet ( ahl al-bayt). What t 
panions ( sahabah ), and the family ( al ), mean for the unni, 
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family (al) in themselves means to the Shi c ah. This is even seen 
in the two forms of benediction upon the Prophet prevalent 
among the two groups. It is not that the family of the Prophet 
do not hold a special place in Sunnism or that the companions 
are unimportant in ShPism. But in one case one sees Islam 
through the whole community that surrounded the founder, 
and in the other through a particular spiritual elite which is his 
family and those who were spiritually related to him, such as 
Salman al-Farsi, about whom the Prophet said: “Salman is a 
member of my household.” Here again it is a matter of empha- 
sis and difference of interpretation of a single reality rather 
than total opposition. 

As against these differences there are numerous points of 
similarity between Sunnism and Shi c ism which far outweigh 
the differences and only prove that they are two branches of 
the same tree. Sunni and Shi c ite Islam are united in the Quran 
and the Prophet, the foundation of all of Islam. They share in 
the principles of religion, namely in the basic doctrines of 
tawhld (unity), nubuwwah (prophecy) and eschatology ( ma c ad ). 
They also agree to the fact that God must be just, although one 
emphasizes more the aspect of freedom and the other necessi- 
ty. One believes that whatever God does is that which is just, 
while the other emphasizes that God could not be unjust. The 
agreement of Sunnism and Shi c ism on the principles of religion 
is what places them within the total orthodoxy of Islam and 
guarantees the presence of the basic principles of the doctrine 
in the formulation of both groups. 

On the level of religious practice also Sunnism and Shi c ism 
are nearly the same. The day-to-day practice of the Shari c ah is 
the same in both worlds. Except for one or two points, such as 
the amount of inheritance of the female side or temporary mar- 
riage, the rulings of the Shari c ah are common to them. And in 
practice, the prayers, ablutions, fasting, the pilgrimage, etc. are 
the same, save for minor differences which in the prayers are 
no more than the differences between the four Sunni schools of 
law. Only the Shi c ites add two further phrases to the call to 
prayers, one affirming the waldyah of c Ali and the other the 
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importance of good works. Also, because the Imam is absent, 
the Shi c ites have not emphasized until recently the Friday 
prayers to the same degree as the Sunnis and it lacked until the 
Iranian Revolution of 1979 the political significance that it has 
always possessed in the Sunni world. Similarities of religious 
practices based on the Sharl c ah, from the prohibition of alcohol 
and pork to ways of sacrificing an animal, are so many that 
they cannot be enumerated here. 

Similarity between Sunnism and Shi c ism in daily practice 
is far greater than a comparison of theological texts might 
show. If Shi c ism is the “Islam of c AlI,” the barakah of C A1I is 
also spread in the Sunni world through the presence of the Sufi 
orders of which he is the “Imam” even for Sunnis, and the social 
ramifications of these orders in guilds, orders of chivalry, etc. 
If one compares the daily life of a traditional Sunni, which is 
based on the Sharl c ah and punctuated with visits to the tombs 
of saints, reading of prayers and litanies usually written by 
Sufi masters such as c Abd al-Qadir al-Jilanl and Abu D l-Hasan 
al-Shadhili, with the daily life of the Shi c ites, one is struck by 
the profound resemblances. The function of the Imams and 
their descendants in the Shi c ite world is fulfilled in the Sunni 
world by the saints, who are in fact in a metaphysical sense the 
spiritual progeny of the Prophet and the Imams. The names of 
many of the Imams appear in the chain of transmission ( silsi - 
lah ) of every Sufi order. This essential identity can be “existen- 
tially” experienced in the presence of the barakah of the tombs 
of Sufi saints on the one hand and of the Imams and their 
descendants on the other, although of course the particular 
perfume of each can be recognized. 

In conclusion it can be said that Sunnism and Shi c ism are 
two orthodox dimensions of Islam providentially placed in this 
tradition to enable collectivities of different psychological and 
spiritual temperament to become integrated within the Islamic 
community. Being each an affirmation of the doctrine of Unity, 
they do not in themselves destroy the profound unity of Islam, 
whatever their formal differences may be. They are rather wo 
Ways of asserting the truth of the Shahddah, La i a a 
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ilia ‘Llah. They are two streams which originate from the same 
fountain, which is their unique source, namely, the Quranic 
revelation. And they finally pour into a single sea which is the 
Divine Unity whose means of realization each contains within 
itself. To have lived either of them fully is to have lived fully 
as a Muslim and to have realized that Truth for the sake of 
whose revelation the Quran was made known to men through 
the Prophet of Islam. 



wa J Llahu a c lam 



Glossary of Technical Terms 



adhan, the call to prayer announced from the top of 
minarets and other places to draw the attention of the commu- 
nity to the time for the canonical prayers. 

ahl al-kitab, literally “people of the book,” the Quranic 
expression used to describe people to whom a holy book has 
been revealed. At the beginning of Islamic history the term was 
used in reference to the Christians, Jews and the Sabeans and 
later with the conquest of Persia to Zoroastrians. But the prin- 
ciple was applied afresh whenever Muslims encountered a gen- 
uine living tradition so that later Hindus and Buddhists were 
also described by certain Islamic spiritual authorities as “peo- 
ple of the book,” as were Confucians. 

al- c alim (pi. c ulama°), literally “he who knows,” but more 
specifically the scholar versed in the religious sciences and 
therefore authorized to interpret these sciences and especially 
the Divine Law. 

c aql, both intellect, in its original sense as intellectus or 
nous, and reason {ratio), depending on the context in which it is 
used and the way it is qualified. 

barakah, grace, the spiritual presence and influence which 
is at once “supernatural” and flowing within the arteries of the 
cosmos. 

batin, the inward aspect of revelation and of manifestation 
both cosmic and supracosmic; and also a Name of God, who is 
described in the Quran as being both the Inward {al-Batin) and 
the Outward ( al-Zahir ). 

dhikr, meaning literally to mention, to invoke and to 
remember, it is the central technique for spiritual realization in 
Sufism. 

fitrah, the original and primordial nature of man and of 
things. 

ghaflah, negligence or forgetfulness of God, which in 
Sufism is considered as the major impediment to spiritual real- 
ization and in Islam more generally speaking as the root of 
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most sins. 

hadith (pi. ahadith), literally saying or tradition, but more 
specifically in the context of religion the sayings of the Prophet 
of Islam, which are one of the major foundations of Islam, both 
as a religion and as a civilization and culture. In Shi c ism, the 
sayings of the Imams are also incorporated in the collection of 
Hadith, although clearly distinguished from the sayings of the 
Prophet. 

hadith qudsl, “sacred tradition,” a small number of ahadith 
in which God speaks in the first person through the Prophet. 
This collection is of particular importance for Islamic esoter- 
ism. 

hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca which is incumbent on all 
Muslims who have the means to perform the rite. 

haqiqah, at once the “Truth,” the spiritual essence of things, 
and Ultimate Reality. Contrasted in the context of Sufism with 
Shari c ah and Tariqah. 

hikmah, wisdom, sapientia; also the school of “theosophy,” 
which in certain contexts is used synonymously with tradition- 
al Islamic philosophy. 

c ibadah (pi. c ibadat), worship under all its forms. In Islamic 
Law all injunctions are divided into those which deal with var- 
ious forms of worship ( Hbadat ) and those which deal with 
human relations and transactions ( muddmalat ). 

ijma c , the consensus of opinion of the community, or more 
particularly the classes of learned men ( c ulama ° ), concerning 
various religious problems. 

ijtihad, the exercising of authority and giving of indepen- 
dent judgment concerning matters pertaining to the religious 
sciences and more specifically to Islamic Law on the part of 
those who possess the necessary traditional qualifications. 

imam, literally he who stands at the front, hence the leader 
of the daily prayers and also he who is the leader of the com- 
munity. In the Sunni world the term is also used as an honorific 
title for outstanding religious scholars, while in Shi c ism 
“Imam” refers to the person who carries within himself the spe- 
cial initiatic power issuing from the prophetic revelation. 
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Iman, religious faith and also the more inward dimension of 
religion which is characterized by the quality of intense faith 
and fervor. 

al-insan al-kamil, the Universal or Perfect Man who con- 
tains within himself all the possibilities of universal existence 
and who finds his embodiment in the prophets and saints, fore- 
most among them for Muslims being of course the Prophet of 
Islam, who is al-insan al-kamil par excellence in Islamic eso- 
terism. 

c irfan, gnosis or divine knowledge. 

jihad, holy struggle, of which the “lesser” is against exter- 
nal obstacles to the establishment and functioning of the divine 
order and the “greater” against the inward forces which prevent 
man from realizing God within the center of his being. 

khalifah, vice-gerent or lieutenant; in the political domain, 
it refers to the representatives of the Prophet in his politico- 
social and juridical functions who came to be known as caliphs 
and in the spiritual sense it is a designation for the Universal 
Man in his function as God’s vice-gerent for the whole of cre- 
ation. 

mahdi, literally the “guided one,” but in the context of 
Islamic history the title of the person who will be sent to re- 
establish justice on earth before the end of time and to prepare 
the second advent of Christ. In Sunnism the identity of the 
mahdi is not specified, while in Shi c ism he is identified with 
the Twelfth Imam. 

ma c rifah, divine knowledge or gnosis, which follows the 
love ( muhahbah ) and the fear ( makhafah ) of God. 

mu c amalah (pi. mu c dmaldt), the portion of Islamic Law 
dealing with transactions (see c ibadah). 

mujtahid, he who because of his mastery of the religious 
( sciences and integrity of character has gained the right to prac- 
tice ijtihad, that is, give independent judgment on religious 
| problems. 

6 nabl, prophet, he who, being chosen by God, brings tidings 
. from the invisible world. 

I nafs, the soul or the psyche which stands between the body 
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C /ism ) and the spirit or intellect ( ruh or c aql). 

qiyas, in logic, syllogism, and in the religious sciences, ana- 
logical thinking; in certain schools of jurisprudence it is one of 
the bases of the Sharl c ah. 

rasul, a particular class of prophets who bring a message 
for a particular humanity. 

Shahadah, the testimony of faith in Islam consisting of the 
two formulas La ildha illa°Lldh, “There is no divinity but the 
Divine” and Muhammadun rasul Allah, “Muhammad is the 
messenger of God.” 

Sharl c ah, the Divine Law of Islam and more generally the 
religious law of any revealed religion. 

shirk, the cardinal and only unforgivable sin in Islam, 
which consists of envisaging a partner for the Divinity and 
therefore of compromising God’s inviolable Unity. 

Sunnah, the way of living and acting of the Prophet of 
Islam, which has become the traditional ideal according to 
which Muslims seek to mold their own lives. 

tafslr, commentary upon the Quran, which is usually dis- 
tinguished from ta rj wil, the hermeneutic and esoteric interpre- 
tation of the Holy Book. 

tajalll, the theophany of God’s Names and Qualities, which 
in Islamic metaphysics is expressed in the symbolism of the 
reflection of an object in a mirror or shiny surface so as to 
emphasize that the “object” is reflected without entering into 
the mirror. The Truth is reflected in this world through tajalli 
and therefore does not enter into the world, nor is it affected by 
the becoming inherent in this world. 

Tarlqah (pi. turuq), literally the path or the way, hence the 
spiritual path leading to God. The Sufi order, which embodies 
the discipline necessary for spiritual realization, is thus called 
the tarlqah, the path to God. 

tasawwuf, the inner or esoteric dimension of Islam, which 
acquired this name from the 2nd/8th century onward. 

tawhld, Unity, at once of the Divine and of all things and 
also the integration which leads to the awareness and realiza- 
tion of Unity. 
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ta°wll, literally “to take something back to its origin,” hence 
the esoteric and spiritual interpretation of both the Quran and 
creation, the esoteric or the inward being also the origin and the 
beginning of things. 

ummah, the Islamic community, as defined by the adher- 
ence of its members to the Islamic revelation and the traditions 
of the Prophet of Islam. By extension other religious communi- 
ties are also known to Muslims as the umtnahs of different 
prophets. 

wahdat al-wujud, the transcendent unity of being, the cen- 
tral and characteristic doctrine of Sufi metaphysics, formulat- 
ed explicitly for the first time by the students of Muhyi al-Din 
ibn c Arabi. 

wahy, revelation in its technical Islamic sense, which is dis- 
tinguished clearly from inspiration ( ilham ), the first being 
reserved exclusively for prophets and the second being avail- 
able in principle to all men. 

zahir, the outward or the external aspect of manifestation 
and also of God, al-Zdhir, the Outward, being a Divine Name, 
contrasted with al-Batin, the Inward. 
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